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Chapter 7: The Knife’s 
Whereabouts 


The sound of gunfire rocked the Holy City, followed by a 
brief silence. Lia collapsed helplessly on the couch when she 
received a report that the soldiers killed the Beastfallen who 
plotted to assassinate the saint. 

“It can’t be... Why? | told you not to kill him! He couldn’t 
have wanted me dead!” She covered her face with both 
hands and started crying. “Mercenary,” she muttered ina 
trembling voice. 

Sanare gently embraced her master, comforting her. 
“There was nothing we could have done,” the attendant 
Said. 

Theo watched them in silence from a corner of the room. 

Mercenary was dead. How could that happen? A 
Beastfallen that big and strong couldn’t have died so easily. 

The boy wanted to cry out that it wasn’t true, but his 
body wouldn’t move, as if his bones were frozen. He just 
stared at the wailing saint, biting the inside of his cheeks. 
He had to. Otherwise, he might just yell at her, blaming her 
for the Beastfallen’s death. 

The saint’s guards killed Mercenary, so it was no different 
than her doing the deed herself. 

Mercenary came under fire on the bridge and fell into the 
lake with the priest. The guards were still looking for the 
bodies. Some of them came to give regular updates. 

They were full of joy, having killed a terrifying monster. 

Who’s the real monster around here? Theo thought. 

A Beastfallen who treated a poor child as a proper human 
being, despite not knowing his background? 


Was it those who deemed Beastfallen as murderers 
without even verifying their claims? 

Or perhaps the saint who played the victim card after her 
own men killed an innocent soul? 

Why? Theo clenched his fists. Why does this always 
happen to me? Everyone he cared for eventually died, 
leaving him behind. 

He said they would go on a trip one day, yet he 
abandoned the boy all alone. 

“How could you do this to me, Gramps?” Theo’s nails dug 
deep into the bandage wrapped around his hand. 


A scream pierced the night, echoing as it fell into the 
deep darkness together with the shattered suspension 
bridge. 

“Mercenary!” she shouted. The sound of wooden panels 
Slamming onto the surface of the lake drowned out her 
voice. Then all of a sudden, there was silence. 

“No...” she muttered as she fell to her knees on the edge 
of the cliff, peering down on the waters below. She hoped he 
would appear with his usual irritated look and say, “Things 
went south 'cause of you.” But there was only darkness 
there. 

The bridge dangled from the cliff, stretching long into the 
darkness below. She couldn’t stop the dark thoughts filling 
her head. 

Was he dead? The bridge snapped and slammed onto the 
surface of the lake after taking a direct hit from the cannon. 

Would she ever see his face again? Hear his voice? 

“No. Mercenary... Mercenary! Can you not hear? Answer 
me! It should take more than this to kill a beast warrior!” 

Whenever she called out to him, he always answered with 
a grumpy face. But now, no matter how many times she 
called, no answer came. 

Knees weak, she slumped down on the ground. 


He was her first friend. She enjoyed his company, and 
she hoped that they would always be together. But a third 
party openly stole him from her, completely shattering her 
hopes, and she couldn’t do anything about it. 

When she looked up, she saw several lights on the small 
island in the lake. She could hear people shouting. 

“They fell!” 

“Are they dead?” 

“Get a boat!” 

In that moment, powerful emotions surged through her. 

It is that place’s fault. The people of that city killed 
Mercenary. They took my first and only friend from me. 

The torrent of emotions she had never felt before 
threatened to swallow her whole. She despised them. 
Loathed them. What they did was unforgivable. 

All the people in that city killed Mercenary. 

“Hey, Witch!” a voice called for her from the depths of 
darkness. “You there, right? Can you give me a hand?” 

Quickly, she scampered to the edge of the cliff and sawa 
huge white beast coming up the dangling bridge. 

The flame of hatred inside her fizzled out in an instant. 
The corner of her eyes burned. 

“Mercenary! Mercenary! Oh, thank goodness. You are 
safe!” 

“Yes, quite. Sorry, but can you pull this one up first?” 

She did as he said and pulled on whatever he was 
carrying. She felt a warm and slimy sensation. 

It was the bloody body of the priest. 


Maybe lady luck was on my side, or perhaps it was the 
devil—but either way, | was still alive, all limbs intact. 

Suspected of plotting to assassinate the saint, | was 
driven out of the Holy City, bombarded by artillery together 
with the priest who came to attack me, and fell off the 
bridge. Now | was carrying the dying priest. But despite all 


that, all | got was a wound on my right arm, so one could 
say | was extremely lucky. 

“Mercenary, what is this?” 

| heard Zero’s voice from atop the cliff. She was clearly 
baffled after seeing the bloody priest. 

“He’s dying, as you can see,” | said as | climbed up. 
“Fortunately, he’s passed out. Use this chance to save his 
life with your Magic. You just need to close up his fatal 
wounds. We’ll have a hard time explaining things later if all 
his wounds were healed.” 

Zero poked her head from above, a stern expression on 
her face. “You wish to save this priest? The man who abused 
and then attempted to kill you? Can | use my precious 
magical power for him?” 

“| have a big heart, you see. Anyway, both of us were 
almost killed. We might be able to learn some interesting 
stuff from the guy. And having him owe us will have 
benefits.” 

“If you say so, then | do not mind healing him. What a 
goody-two-shoes.” After saying what was an extremely 
disgraceful statement, she pulled her head back. 

Immediately afterwards, a warm light shone from the cliff. 
Zero must be using a spell from the Chapter of Protection. 
Judging from the light, it was probably the basic Magic, 
Cordia. 

“Can’t believe that naturally just came to me. Witches 
have poisoned my mind.” 

A Beastfallen corrupted by a witch? Perfect fit for a fairy 
tale villain. | just hope | don’t die by the hands of a heroic 
knight with his sword lodged in my chest. 

| threw myself to level ground and lay down, facing 
upward. “I thought | was a goner. Damn it. | can’t feel my 
arm.” 

“l actually thought you were dead,” Zero said. “I almost 
blew up a whole city out of hatred.” 


“Too close. You almost blew me up along with the whole 
goddamn place!” 

Getting sent straight to hell after surviving because of my 
partner’s misunderstanding would not be funny at all. 

“Besides,” | continued, “dying is basically a mercenary’s 
job. If you were to blow up a city every single time a 
mercenary died, you’d run out of targets eventually.” 

“No need to worry. There is only one of you to begin with, 
which means you can only die once, and | need only unleash 
my hatred one time. Destroying one city will be enough.” 

“| feel like you missed my point, but whatever. | thought 
you were a ruthless witch who didn’t care much even when 
your friends were killed by Thirteenth.” 

Zero blinked in surprise. “You are correct. | am a ruthless 
witch.” She frowned. “But | do not want you to die.” 

There she goes again, spouting embarrassing stuff like 
it’s nothing. 

As | lay there unable to form a response, Zero eyed me 
suspiciously. 

“Are you truly alive?” she asked. 

“What?” 

For some reason, Zero reached out both hands and 
grabbed my face firmly. She then patted my face and my 
whole body. 

“Wh-What are you doing?” 

“A cannon destroyed the bridge. You must have slammed 
into the water, yet you are not wet. Perhaps you are actually 
dead, and you are simply an illusion. In that case, | must 
destroy that city.” 

“I’m not an illusion! I’m alive, okay?! And stop touching 
me! You're pissing me off.” 

It was So irritating that | jerked my body up and brushed 
her hands away. 

“Listen carefully,” | said. “I climbed up a broken bridge 
with one arm that was barely functioning while carrying the 
priest. Let me rest!” 


“Here. Drink some water.” 

Zero immediately offered me an opened flask, stopping 
me from yelling at her any more. | took the flask and 
downed the contents in one gulp. 

“But how did you survive?” she asked. “You were hanging 
from the bridge over at the side of the Holy City, were you 
not? How did you make it over to this side?” 

“The priest’s scythe,” | answered. “Tough strings run from 
his rings to his weapon. The moment we fell, | threw the 
scythe to this half of the bridge. Then | grabbed the rope by 
following the string.” 

Even if we did avoid falling straight into the water, there 
was still the disaster of slamming onto the rocks waiting for 
us. Carrying the priest, | managed to adjust my body mid-air 
and land on the cliff with both feet, minimizing our injuries. 
Still my legs hurt like hell. 

But that was nothing compared to the priests injuries. He 
was covered with pieces of wood that shattered from the 
Shell’s impact. 

Zero’s Magic should have closed his wounds, but still he 
looked like a slaughtered corpse as he lay down on the 
ground. His breathing was shallow, and the occasional 
pained groans escaped his lips. 

“He'll live, right?” | asked. 

Zero shook her head. “That is a tough question. | do not 
think he is completely out of danger yet.” 

“| thought you healed him with your Magic.” 

“! did close his wounds, but that is all. | am Sure you are 
aware that stitching up wounds does not necessarily save 
someone. The same applies to Magic. There is no Magic that 
can save people for certain. The priest has lost too much 
blood. His survival depends on his resilience now. In cases 
like this, proper rest and medicine to supplement one’s 
recovery is more useful.” 

“Well there are no doctors in towns near the Holy City, 
and taking him to the Church will only result in too many 


questions that | don’t wanna deal with.” 

If we told them that the priest was almost killed by 
soldiers in the Holy City, Lia would immediately be deemed 
a witch and killed. Whoever taught her Magic would get 
away. 

There was also a chance that the priest would not survive 
even if we took him to the Church. If that happened, there 
was a high possibility that |, a Beastfallen, would be held 
responsible for his death. 

“Thinking just made me depressed. Can the Church just 
perish already?” 

“Shall | destroy them?” 

“Please don’t!” | shouted in horror. “That sounds 
terrifying.” 

“| was joking,” Zero said, laughing. “How about we go 
back to Ideaverna and ask the governor for help? He can 
probably look after the priest and lend us a hand.” 

“That’s a good idea... but it’s gonna be difficult.” | shook 
my head. 

“Why? He told me | could count on his assistance 
anytime.” 

“We're accused of attempting to assassinate the saint. 
Most of the powerful people in Cleon practically worship her. 
It doesn’t matter how powerful that horny governor is, or 
how he doesn’t like the saint. If he opposed the saint 
openly, he’d put his position in jeopardy.” 

“Then he can assist us secretly.” 

“It’s gonna be difficult to secretly shelter a witch, a 
Beastfallen, and a dying priest. If he isn’t prepared to 
oppose the Church, the worst-case scenario is that he'll 
hand us over to them and we'll be executed.” 

Getting help from the common folk carried the risk of 
being reported to the authorities. As long as | was under the 
suspicion of attempting to assassinate the saint, we couldn’t 
ask for help in ordinary places. 


“Besides,” | continued, “Ideaverna is too far away. The 
priest will be dead before we reach the city.” 

“Hmm, yes. | see. To summarize, we need help from 
someone not too far from here, who is not a follower of the 
saint, nor a powerful person with status to think of. 
Furthermore, they have to be prepared to oppose the 
Church.” 

“That’s pretty much it. To add, a place where the priest 
could get a proper rest would be great.” 

“You ask for too much,” Zero said in an exasperated tone. 
“Even demons demand for less.” 

| simply shrugged in agreement. 

Even without the problem with the priest, we still needed 
some kind of help. 

To obtain information about the copy of the grimoire from 
Lia, we had to enter the Holy City first, but the only 
entrance to the city was a hanging bridge that was 
destroyed by a cannon just moments ago. Even if they 
repaired the bridge, the whole attempted assassination case 
would prevent Lia from leaving the place for a while. 

Quietly sneaking into the city with only me and Zero was 
impossible. The only course of action for a Beastfallen and 
witch duo was to go ahead and kill anyone who stood in our 
way. We would then go down in history as the worst villains 
to ever exist. 

And | didn’t want to star in a fairy tale where | was the 
bad guy. 

“Bad guys... Wait a sec.” 

There were people who fit all the criteria. They disliked 
the saint, they weren’t influential, yet also held a certain 
amount of power. 

“The bandits,” | muttered, directing my gaze at Zero. 

Blinking, she struck her palm with her fist. “Right. | 
remember the lot with the Sacrixigs mark on them.” 

The day after Theo slammed the carriage into the inn, we 
found Lia in the forest with the bandits. On their bodies was 


a tattoo of a goat—the mark for Sacrixigs, a spell that 
allowed one to take on the injuries and illnesses of others. 
But too much of it caused death. The bandits must have 
realized that. 

“No, wait. It’s the other way around.” | recalled what Theo 
said to me when we were in Ideaverna. 


Those with goat tattoos become bandits. People with 
the mark of a goat gather at Fort Lotus. 


It wasn’t that the bandits figured it out. They realized the 
truth and then became bandits. 

“Will you ask the bandits for help, then?” Zero asked. 
“The saint said the abandoned fort near the Holy City is the 
bandits’ headquarters. | believe its name was Fort Lotus.” 

“I’m not sure they’ll lend us a hand after foiling their 
kidnapping attempt, but we don’t really have anywhere else 
to go. Distance-wise, it’s not a bad destination for the time 
being.” 

Zero let out a groan. “But the fort is not on the map.” She 
had pulled the map out of my bag and spread it out on her 
lap. 

Of course it wouldn’t be on the map. | sighed. 

“The maps that citizens and travelers use basically only 
contain the locations of major cities and roads with tolls,” | 
said. “You wouldn’t want the location of a fort, a structure 
for defense, to be leaked to other countries, would you?” 

“Then how do we get to Fort Lotus? We do not know 
where it is. We only know that it is close.” 

“It’s a standard tactic for mercenaries to attack barracks 
and take their map, but | don’t wanna go that far. Not like 
there’s any barracks nearby anyway.” 

| was already accused of attempted assassination of the 
saint. If | attacked a barracks, the whole country would no 
doubt put a bounty on my head. A lot of people were 


already after me. | didn’t want bounty hunters added to the 
list as well. 

“| realize it is a little late,” Zero said, “but should we not 
have brought Theo with us after all? It seemed like he 
wanted to come with us.” 

“A bandit gang’s errand boy became a saint’s maid 
servant. Who in their right mind would squander such good 
fortune? Lia can vouch for him if he stays there. Plus she’s 
generous. She might send him to school if he asked.” 

Theo could then become a doctor like he wished. A 
Stranger like me had no right to destroy his future. 

“For the good of the child, huh?” Zero said. “You speak 
like a parent. | have no memories of mine, but parents pray 
for the well-being of their children more than they do for 
themselves, correct?” 

| wrinkled my nose. “You’re exaggerating. It’s just that 
being a mercenary’s errand boy is better than being a 
bandit gang’s errand boy. And being a saint’s retainer is the 
best.” 

To top it off, | couldn’t promise that | wouldn’t abandon 
Theo. | liked the kid, true, but he was a stranger to me. If 
Theo stopped being useful, if he got injured and became a 
burden to me, | would surely abandon him. 

If | abandoned a nice kid like him—one who could smile at 
me casually without even thinking twice—and let him die, 
I'd have nightmares for a while. 

Speaking of parents, Theo mentioned his mother was in 
Fort Lotus. 

Theo’s mother, marked with the brand of a goat, joined 
the bandit gang. As a result, Theo also became a member, 
serving as an errand boy. 

Theo said he didn’t have to go back to his mother 
anymore, but considering the fact that a bandit showed up 
for Theo in Ideaverna, his mother might still want him to 
return. 


Should we have brought him with us then? No, it’s too 
late for that now. | already left Theo behind. 

“If only we had some sort of article from Fort Lotus, | 
could use my divination to locate the place,” Zero said. “Do 
you have anything?” 

“Why would | have something from a place I’ve never 
even seen before? Wait, you can use divination?” 

“That is like asking an archer if he can use a bow. Why 
would you assume | cannot use basic Sorcery?” 

“Because I’ve never seen you do it before.” 

“It is a surprisingly tedious process. | decided not to use it 
unless absolutely necessary.” 

“Right.” 

Albus told me that finding things and people required an 
object deeply connected to the target. In fact, in order to 
find Zero, we had to use her cloak that she had worn for 
years. 

Wait a sec. My mind was telling me something. A thread 
that connected me to Fort Lotus. 

“Hey, Murky Darkness Witch. If you can find the owner of 
an object, is the reverse possible? Can you find an object 
owned by someone?” 

“Searching for a lost item? That is what witches do best. 
But now is not the time to look for something. Or do you 
perhaps own a treasure that holds the power to destroy the 
world and you want to go get it now? | do not ever wish to 
search for something so troublesome.” 

“Of course not! What fairy tale did you pull that from?!” 
“There are apparently legends of treasures all over the 
world, so | cannot narrow which tale it is from that easily. Is 
that information absolutely necessary?” Zero tried her best 
to look perplexed. “Then | need to go into meditation and 

try to recall which one it is exactly.” 

Gently, | raised my hand in front of her face, stopping her 
from saying any more. “Mind if | go back on track? | don’t 
have time to be playing games with you right now.” 


“Go ahead. | will not stop you. You may return to the topic 
at hand. You can humor me some other time.” 

Letting out a sigh, | continued. “Actually, a bandit showed 
up back in Ideaverna to get Theo, and he was clearly not 
one of the guys we tied up. Do you Know what this means?” 

Zero thought about it for a moment, then nodded. 
“Someone let the tied bandits escape. They returned to Fort 
Lotus and told their companions that Theo was in Ideaverna. 
Then someone came for him.” 

“Smart. That’s a witch for you, all right. Theo was 
Originally the bandits’ errand boy. He said he felt bad for 
them, so he secretly handed them a knife.” 

“So he could not knowingly abandon his companions. We 
could have seen him leaving the knife, yet he still took the 
risk. Impressive.” 

“Now, here’s the important part. The knife Theo gave to 
the bandits was my favorite knife that I’d been using for 
years. What if the bandits still have it?” 

Zero lifted her hood slightly and looked at me. 

“So if we searched for your knife, we would locate Fort 
Lotus. Or at worst, find someone who knows where it is.” 
Zero smiled. “In that case, leave it to me.” She puffed out 
her chest proudly. 

“Let us begin.” Zero looked at me and said something so 
outrageous like it was nothing, as if she was simply asking 
to borrow my coat. “Do you have a rope used for 
executions?” 


Magic had been around for a thousand years, and there 
were many different types and methods of divination alone. 
According to Zero, every last one of them was sinister. 

“You need a rope used to hang convicts for divining 
objects?” | asked. 

“An item that has been involved in the death of a person 
has magical powers. Of course, any kind of rope will do. | am 
not very much particular with tools.” 


“Then just say you need a regular rope!” 

“| simply want a better tool to make up for performing 
what is a simple ritual. Do you not long for your beloved 
knife when you carry out difficult tasks?” 

“| don’t long for ropes that hang people, though.” 

“But your beloved knife has certainly killed many, no?” 

| went silent. She was right. The tools | had with me fora 
long time were, in one way or another, involved in 
someone's death. 

A rope, huh? | searched my bag. 

“Is a rope that’s been used to strangle someone good 
enough?” 

“Oh, so you do have a fine item with you.” 

| highly doubted you could call a killing rope a “fine item, 
but there was no point in questioning a witch’s sense of 
values. | cut the rope I’d pulled out of my bag to about the 
length of my elbow, unraveled it, and handed Zero a thin 
cord. 

Zero tied one end of it to her middle finger and the other 
end to a sharp, transparent gem that, upon closer 
inspection, was finely engraved with symbols. | could tell at 
a glance that it wasn’t an ordinary gem. 

“Not another one of your strange tools,” | said. 

“This is a simple pendulum, with a little Sorcery added 
onto it. | was unable to use it properly because | did not 
have the right string, but | brought it with me on my journey 
anyway. | assumed | would eventually get my hands on a 
rope that was used to hang people.” 

“So what are you going to do with that pendulum?” 

“Hold it up over the map. Then the pendulum swings in a 
big circle at the place where the thing we seek is located.” 

“Oh. Sounds easy.” 

“The practice had become obsolete due to the Church’s 
suppression of witches, but | heard it used to be such a 
common tool for divination that there was one person in 
every village who could use it. Now unfold that map and 


” 


place it on the ground. Then take my hand and picture your 
stolen knife in your mind.” 

| did as | was told and held Zero’s hand. She then held 
her other hand over the map and relaxed her shoulders. The 
pendulum string dangled completely still over the map like a 
metal rod. 

Zero mentioned that complete accuracy was fundamental 
to Sorcery, and complete accuracy always came from 
complete stillness. Like the pendulum, Zero was unmoving. 
She looked like an intricately detailed sculpture. 

“Mercenary, you are always welcome to admire my 
beauty, but for now, close your eyes and think about the 
knife.” 

“Oh, uh... My bad!” 








| quickly apologized and closed my eyes, then realized it 
probably wasn’t anything worth apologizing for. Anyway, the 
knife comes first. | pictured the object in my mind. 

It had a small blade suitable for delicate work, but a huge 
grip that made it easy to use even for a Beastfallen. You 
wouldn’t find it in ordinary stores. 

| didn’t expect Theo to steal it at all. | never noticed it 
was gone since the boy did all sorts of chores himself. 
Letting down one’s guard around a child was a huge mistake 
that a mercenary should not ever make. 

One of the five bandits who kidnapped Lia must have my 
knife. | couldn’t really see their faces in the darkness of the 
night, but there was one man | remember, the group’s 
leader. With more than half of his face covered in facial hair, 
he looked like an actual outlaw. 

“Do not think about anything else,” Zero said. “Focus on 
my hand and the knife.” 

“I-lam.” 

“You are not,” Zero said sharply, as if reading my mind. 
“If you do not focus, the pendulum will be off its mark, 
unable to narrow down the location of the object we are 
searching. While the process is simple, it is not a highly 
precise divination.” 

| focused on the knife. Its familiar grip that fit perfectly in 
my hand. The comfortable weight. It looked crude, with no 
ornaments, but it had a smooth, curved blade. There was 
not a single rust or chip on it. 

Knives lasted a long time. You became familiar the more 
you used it. Proper maintenance made them durable. | 
sincerely wanted mine back. 

“| found it,” Zero said. 

| opened my eyes. The pendulum was spinning in circles 
around a single point on the map—on top of a mountain 
southwest of Akdios. 

“It appears you can draw a Straight line from Akdios to 
the fort and then Ideaverna,” Zero said as she wound the 


string around the pendulum and marked the map. “Although 
it seems to be closer to Akdios.” 

“The map’s not precise,” | said. “We probably can’t count 
on that alone.” 

“As long as we know the direction, that is enough. 
Considering what fortresses are for, building them on top of 
mountains is the best.” 

Forts were built as bases for invasion and defense. 

Lia’s attendant said that Akdios was a town built for the 
king to hole up in. In other words, Fort Lotus was a 
defensive base built to buy time for the king to retreat from 
the old royal capital, Ideaverna, to Akdios. 

When Cleon became a republic, Ideaverna ceased to be 
the royal capital and Akdios became just a small town. 
Having lost its purpose, Fort Lotus was then abandoned. 

“According to the map, Fort Lotus is on top of a hill, and 
there are no villages nearby,” | said. “There should be a 
supply route leading to Akdios or Ideaverna.” 

“Supply route?” Zero asked. 

“It may be an abandoned fort now, but it used to be 
packed with soldiers. They would need food, and to 
transport food, you’d need carts. Which means creating a 
somewhat serviceable road was necessary. If we found the 
road, we could have an easier trip to the fort.” 

We had no time to lose. | carried the unconscious priest 
along with my luggage. 

“But what if the bandits do not offer their assistance?” 
Zero asked. “We have the priest with us, and they probably 
think we are working for the saint.” 

“We'll cross that bridge when we get there. 
Unfortunately, we'll have to employ a negotiation technique 
used by mercenaries.” 

“What kind of technique would that be?” 

| lightly flexed the fingers of my right hand and bared my 
Claws. 


Zero breathed a sigh of admiration. “That is an extremely 
effective negotiation technique. | am impressed.” 

“Have a peaceful talk with a Beastfallen, or engage ina 
head-on clash with lives on the line. For the sake of both 
sides, | pray that the bandits’ boss is wise.” 

Flashing a bright smile, | started walking together with 
Zero. Night had just fallen. | wanted to get to Fort Lotus 
before the sun rose. 


We trudged along the supply road and into the forest, 
with Zero’s divination as our guide. 

The priest’s breathing was shallow, his body dropping in 
temperature as he was exposed to the cold, night air. Just 
being carried on someone’s shoulders was enough to drain 
one’s strength. 

Maybe we shouldn’t hurry to the fort. We could look for a 
tree hollow and let the guy rest until morning. 

“Being on guard duty in this season is brutal.” 

Then all of a sudden, | heard a man’s voice. | stopped 
Zero and softly lowered the priest’s body. After motioning 
Zero to wait, | dropped low and crept toward the voice. | 
could see faint light from a lamp through the bushes. 

“Nothing we can do about it,” another man said, 
Shivering in the cold. “We attacked the saint. A strike team 
could come at any moment. If we don’t keep an eye out, 
we'll all be slaughtered.” 

Their voices sounded familiar. They were none other than 
Lia’s kidnappers. One was large and tall, while the other was 
small and stout. 

Drawing my knife out silently, | moved closer to them, 
crawling on my stomach. My target was the taller guy. 
Grabbing the shorter one could be difficult, considering our 
height difference. 

| inched closer so that they were within reach in one 
motion. The bandits didn’t seem to notice me. 


Amateurs, as expected. | can’t kill him, then. As an 
apology for last time, I'll make sure to hold back. 

“Does it even matter if we get killed? We’re gonna die 
anyway, just like Sect! There’s no point in keeping a 
lookout.” 

“You fucking moron! Stop being a pussy! You have one 
mark, while | have three! The boss will do something about 
it. Just shut up and do your job for now.” 

“He’s right, you know,” | said. “You should take lookout 
duty a little more seriously.” 

| pounced on the tall bandit and pressed a knife to his 
neck. The blade dug a little into the flesh, stopping the 
scream that was rising up from his lungs right at his throat. 

At the same time, the other bandit drew his sword, held 
up his lantern and shouted. “What the hell... Who the fuck 
are you?!” 

“Just a passing mercenary. We've met actually, so let’s 
Skip the formal introductions.” 

Keeping my knife on the bandit’s neck, | removed the 
hood | was wearing. The light from the lantern illuminated 
my face. The two bandits looked astonished. 

“You're that Beastfallen! The Saint’s henchman!” 

| knew they would assume that. 

| breathed a sigh. “You might not believe me, but you got 
it wrong. | came here to talk—” 

The smaller bandit whistled with his fingers. A high- 
pitched sound echoed throughout the forest, making me 
flinch. 

“We're under attack!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. 
“| repeat, we are under attack!” Lantern in hand, he scurried 
into the woods at full speed. 

Doesn't he care about the hostage? He just ditched him 
right away. 

As | stood there dumbfounded, | felt the bandit under my 
grip shaking. For a moment, | thought he was crying, but | 


soon realized he was laughing, leaving me even more 
stupefied. 

“Ha! Stupid beast! Did you really think taking a hostage 
would work? | would die to protect my friends! Go ahead! 
Kill me if you want! I’m not scared! Not scared at all...” 

How brave of you. Fear made his face white as a sheet 
and his body tremble. They would sacrifice one man if it 
meant successfully warning their comrades at the fort of 
danger. They were amateurs, but their bond was strong. 

| underestimated them a little. A moment later, my 
impression would change from “a little” to “too much.” 

A light ignited deep in the forest. It started drawing near, 
then from a single point, spread in all directions like a spider 
web. In the blink of an eye, | was surrounded by dazzling 
lights. 

“No way! How’d they surround me all of a sudden?!” 

Light quickly dispersed the darkness of the night. | 
couldn’t help but lower my gaze at the radiance. 

My ears caught the sound of an incredibly large bird 
flapping its wings. The bending of a bow and the stretching 
of its string followed. | pushed the bandit in my arms behind 
a tree and instinctively fell to the ground. An arrow shot past 
the spot where my head was a moment ago. 

Looking up, | finally realized that the lights came from the 
lanterns hanging across the forest. They were tied together 
with oil-soaked string, and when the string was ignited, all 
the lanterns lit up like a fuse. 

In other words, | wasn’t surrounded. My sense told me 
there was only one guy. 

“Boss! This guy’s a mercenary working for the witch!” the 
bandit | freed shouted from behind a tree. “He and the 
priest ruined our plan! I’m sure about it!” 

Why you ungrateful bastard... | let you go! | could’ve 
used you a Shield, you Know. | peered into the direction 
where the arrow came from. This boss they’re talking 
about... Is he the bandits’ leader? 


The light from the lanterns was too bright for me to see 
them. | scuttled towards a tree and yelled, watching out for 
any follow-up attack. “Wait, just hear me out! You got it 
wrong! | didn’t come here to attack you! | just came to talk!” 

“| guess we'll find out after | beat the crap outta you,” a 
voice came from above. “Isn’t that how you do things?” 

| frowned. The voice sounded familiar. And | had heard 
that line before. They were the exact same words | said to 
the hooded man who tried to abduct Theo in the port city of 
Ideaverna. 

“Are you that bastard who tried to kidnap Theo?!” 

“I told you it was a misunderstanding. | wasn’t trying to 
kidnap Theo, | was there to pick him up.” 

“Oh, right. Theo told me the whole story after that.” 

When Theo cried for help, he just wanted me to drive 
away his comrade who came to get him. 

“In any case, Theo doesn’t want to return to your gang. | 
don’t think it’s right for you to forcibly drag him back.” 

“We have our reasons. If Theo was taken in by some old 
couple, | would’ve thought twice about it, but | heard he was 
working with the Saint. | couldn’t just sit around and do 
nothing. | planned to look for him again soon, but...” He 
trailed off. He glanced around for a moment, and when he 
couldn’t see Theo with me, his voice became low and hard. 
“Where is he right now? It doesn’t look like he’s with you.” 

His voice was terribly calm, like he was judging whether | 
was a friend or foe. If | answered wrong, arrows would 
probably rain down on me. Cautiously, | opened my mouth. 

“Tl left him with Lia—l mean, the Saint. She took a liking to 
him and hired him as an errand boy.” 

“The saint’s errand boy? Did he wish for that himself?” 

“Yes, he did.” 

“That idiot,” the leader cursed, as if talking to himself. 
The bandits hated the saint, so it was only natural for them 
to be angry at Theo for working for her. 


“Unlike him, | was forced to leave the Holy City for the 
crime of plotting to assassinate the saint,” | said. “A false 
accusation, of course, but they didn’t really give me time to 
explain myself. | wasn’t sure I’d make it out of the Holy City 
alive, so | couldn’t bring Theo with me.” 

So | left him behind. | wasn’t lying or exaggerating. What 
| said were hard facts. But | doubt they’d believe me. After 
all, | ruined their almost-successful kidnapping attempt. 

“Shut up, you fucking bastard!” Sure enough, the bandit 
hiding behind a tree started spouting profanities at me. “Did 
you really think we’d buy your bullshit?! Theo’s working with 
the saint?! Yeah, right. He’d never do that!” 

“I’m sure you can verify what | said if you ask around. A 
white Beastfallen tried to kill the Saint. | don’t work for her, 
and | don’t want to go toe-to-toe with the guys in the fort. 
So if you'd be so kind as to allow me to sit in front of the 
fireplace and discuss this matter in private, I’d appreciate 
it.” 

“Don’t listen to him, Boss! Sect died because of him! He 
saved that fucking witch!” 

“Just drop it already, Talba!” the leader said sharply. “He 
wouldn’t have made it either way.” 

The bandit shut his mouth. Gnashing his teeth in rage, he 
spat out to express his frustration. Then | heard the sound of 
grass rustling, and the air froze. Everyone’s gaze darted to 
the direction the sound came from, where a small figure 
emerged, pushing through the bushes. 

“| hear people arguing. You seem to be having fun, 
Mercenary. | wish to join you.” 

It was Zero. | didn’t even need to hear her voice to know 
that it was her. 

“What are you doing here?! | told you to wait!” 

“Calm down,” she said. “I have an excellent idea to settle 
this dispute. Take a look at this.” 

Zero pulled something out of the bushes. A bloody human 
—the priest. 


“You idiot!” | barked. “The guy was working for the saint! 
You're making things complicated by dragging him out 
here!” 

“Complicated? This makes it easier, if anything. Those 
who plotted to abduct the saint can testify that this man 
was indeed the saint’s bodyguard. But he was nearly killed 
by the very same saint he was supposed to protect.” 

“What?” A gasp came from the trees. 

“After saving him, we fled together from the saint. In 
other words, we, including the priest, are the saint’s 
enemies. Just like all of you. Any objections?” Her voice was 
firm and calm. 

The bearded bandit, Talba, crawled out from behind the 
tree and gulped at the sight of the priest. “There’s no doubt 
about it,” he said. “That dark, green hair, and a staff that 
turns into a scythe. He’s an adjudicator from Dea Ignis!” 

“Is he dead?” the leader asked. 

Zero shook her head. “Not at the moment, no. But he will 
die eventually. | do not think | need to explain how much 
impact his loss would bring. If you can take us in and save 
the priest’s life, we can extract information about the saint 
from him. You might even get the Church’s cooperation. 
What do you think? | believe this makes the situation less 
complicated. A simple transaction.” 

If you want to get information out of the priest, work with 
us. A very easy deal, indeed. 

| could almost hear the priest criticizing us for using an 
injured person as a bargaining tool, but there was no point 
in talking about morals to a mercenary and a witch. 

The leader was silent for a few seconds, thinking over 
Zero’s proposition. “| suppose it would be insensitive of me 
to ask why you didn’t take the priest to the Church and 
instead brought him to us. We both have our reasons. But | 
don’t understand. You were with the saint until recently, but 
were driven away from the Holy City. Now you still wish to 
get involved with her?” 


“It is a bit complicated,” Zero said. “Well, to put it simply, 
| was conducting a little investigation. And when | got close 
to the core of the matter, | was driven away. | am not the 
type to abandon a task | already started.” 

“| see,” the man muttered. “Very well. It’s not a bad 
deal.” 

Talba looked up and screamed. “But Boss!” 

“Think about it, Talba,” the man said. “When | shot the 
arrow, that guy didn’t use you as a Shield, but rather pushed 
you behind a tree and let you go. At that point, we can tell 
that he means no harm. Above all, if that guy was serious, 
he would have rushed in without even bothering to take a 
hostage.” 

| blinked a few times. He was speaking as if he knew me 
well. 

Sensing my doubts, the leader added. “No offense, white 
guy. I’ve heard rumors about you.” 

“Rumors?” 

“You stand out, after all. A large feline, with white fur and 
black stripes. What kind of animal you are is unknown. 
You're a celebrity on the battlefield.” 

| had been to many battles in my life, so it wasn’t 
Surprising to know that | was famous. There was a good 
chance we had met as well, considering he was a bandit and 
| was a mercenary. 

| had a pretty good idea what kind of rumors were spread 
about me. | slaughtered enemies without taking hostages. 
Or | killed everyone in sight, whether they were friend or 
foe. 

| had gotten some unappreciated nicknames for my 
violent fighting style, though | hadn’t heard much these 
days. 

“The Black Beast of Death, they call you. You got your 
nickname from annihilating an entire unit alone, your body 
dyed black from the blood of the enemies. Blood turns dark 
overnight, after all.” 


Ah, fuck. Someone Knows about my embarrassing past. | 
would’ve loved for my past and nicknames to be buried 
forever. The embarrassment made the hair on my neck 
stand. 

“The Black... Beast of Death...” Zero gave me an 
incredibly awkward look. 

Stop. Don’t look at me like that. | didn’t come up with 
that name. 

“l-l think you got the wrong guy,” | said. “I haven’t heard 
such a cringy nickname before.” 

“You're a rare Beastfallen. It’s also that scar on your nose. 
It has to be you. | haven’t heard much about you lately, but 
you're still alive, huh?” 

Zero chimed in. “I-] should call you the Black Beast of 
Death from today on—” 

“Nooooo! Please, god! No! You better not! | won’t answer 
you!” 

| was only seventeen that time. They sent me to the front 
lines because | was a Beastfallen, left me alone on the 
battlefield, and amid all the panic, | ended up killing an 
entire enemy unit. 

It was a Shameful experience for me, and that’s why 
every time someone brought it up, | would feel extremely 
uncomfortable, as if they were saying, “You were such a 
naughty kid back then.” 

Man, why’d you have to mention that in front of Zero? 
“Hey, you!” | shouted. “How dare you dig up people’s 
embarrassing past! Show your face! Get down here so! can 

kill you!” 

A chuckle shook the tree. The sound of a huge bird’s 
wings echoed, and the owner of the voice descended from 
the top of the tree. When he finally made an appearance, | 
was astounded. 

His wings were wider than two arms outstretched, his 
claws planted on the ground firmly. White feathers fluttered 


as soon as he landed. His figure looked magical under the 
lantern lights. 

A white, hawk Beastfallen. 

“Whoa... It’s my first time seeing a bird Beastfallen up 
close.” 

“Pretty uncommon, right?” The hawk Beastfallen spread 
his wings. “Sorry for attacking you earlier. | had to be 
cautious since | sensed two other people besides you. Now 
that | know it’s a woman and an injured person, there’s no 
reason to turn you away.” He turned to the bandit. “Talba. 
Go ahead and tell the guys at the fort that we have guests 
coming.” 

“You're gonna believe them?! It could be a trap!” 

“Il don’t believe them. It could be a trap too. But the 
priest is clearly dying. If we turn them away, he’s gonna die 
for real. Have | ever abandoned the sick and injured who 
come here?” 

“No...” 

“Besides, we attempted to kidnap the saint. It’s only a 
matter of time before some big shot comes to take us down. 
If we’re doomed to fall anyway, I’m willing to bet on these 
guys’ help. Now go.” 

Keeping an eye on us, Talba ran towards the fort. 

The hawk Beastfallen let out a small sigh as he watched 
him go. 

“Sorry about that,” he said. “His friend died, so he’s on 
edge. He knows it’s not your fault, but he has to vent it out 
on someone.” 

“I! don’t really mind,” | replied. “I’m used to people 
spewing shit at me.” | wagged my tail lightly. 

“Thank you,” he said in an incredibly honest tone. “Come. 
I'll show you where Fort Lotus is.” 





Chapter 8: Fort Lotus 


Fort Lotus was an abandoned stronghold on the brink of 
collapse, its stone walls crawling with lush ivy. 

The once-important defensive base that drove countless 
enemies away was now in a ruined state. The massive door 
guarding its entrance was rotten and blackened, held 
together only by pieces of scrap wood nailed onto it. No 
trace of the structure’s past glory remained. 

As we stepped inside the fort, the gloomy atmosphere 
grew stronger. The moment we entered its halls, my body 
instinctively froze at the smell of death hovering in the air. | 
felt all my fur bristling. 

“Is this really a bandits’ hideout?” | said in a tight voice. 
“There’s just no way.” 

Among the multitude of people sitting or slumped in the 
hall, there was not a single person who could even remotely 
be called a bandit. 

There were too many women and children, and all the 
men were either sick or injured. Those who were healthy 
tended to their sick wives and children. They didn’t seem 
like the type to ravage and pillage. 

The men who kidnapped the saints looked like bandits, 
but apparently that was simply a coincidence. They just 
happened to be assigned to the task. 

“That’s right. This is Fort Lotus,” Cal the hawk Beastfallen 
said. “The headquarters of the heinous bandit gang that 
plotted to assassinate the saint. What do you think?” 

“Well... They’re quite different from the bandits | know 
of,” | replied. 

“What a coincidence. The bandits | Know are different as 
well. But despite their looks, they’re a pretty active bunch. 


Those who can still move attack merchants’ carriages, and 
as you guys know, they also ambushed the saint. It’s a 
group of fine villains. All in all, there are about fifty of them.” 
Cal waved his arms, laughing merrily. 

So bird Beastfallen have hands, huh? | had seen a 
glimpse of their kind somewhere before, but this was the 
first time | saw one up close. 

His hands resembled a bird’s claws more than a human’s 
hands, but they moved nimbly nonetheless. The talons on 
his feet clicked whenever he walked. A pair of wings 
stretched from around his shoulder blades, and the huge 
feathers that covered his back looked like a fine-quality 
cloak. 

Wait, can this dude fly? 

Then, Zero crept up to Cal and grabbed his wings. She 
spread them wide, closely studying their structure. 

“What is it, young lady?” 

“Can you fly?” Zero asked. 

“I can. I’m a bird, after all.” 

Apparently he can. That’s so cool. 

Zero breathed a sigh of admiration. “So your bones are as 
hollow as a bird’s? You would not be able to fly if you were 
too heavy. You are as big as Mercenary, but you do not 
weigh half as much, do you?” She was practically burying 
her face in Cal’s feathers. “So warm and fluffy,” she 
muttered. 
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Cal peered down at her with a blank look. Actually, with 
his beak and bird’s eyes, he was fundamentally 
expressionless. Instead he expressed his emotions through 
his voice. 

“Heh. You sure are knowledgeable.” He sounded 
incredibly impressed. “That’s right. My bones are hollow like 
birds. Although | didn’t know that until | broke them.” 

Those who did not cook might not know this, but bird 
bones were light and brittle and basically hollow on the 
inside, making their body light, allowing them to fly. 

“Don’t let my features deceive you, though. My body’s 
quite fragile. Please warn your Beastfallen friend not to hit 
me even as a joke, okay? Humans are no problem, but a 
blow from a Beastfallen could easily kill me. Even when they 
hold back.” 

“Look, I’m not some ferocious wild beast, okay?” | spat 
out. “Besides, | don’t resort to unprofitable violence, so 
don’t worry about a thing.” 

“Spoken like a true mercenary,” Cal said with a pleasant 
smile. His facial expression remained unmoving, but | could 
tell from his voice that he was laughing. 

“You have extremely beautiful feathers,” Zero muttered 
as she stroked Cal’s wing. “Mercenary’s fur is also beautiful, 
but your feathers possess a different charm. | love them.” 

“Why, thank you. And for your compliment, you can have 
this.” 

Cal pulled out one of his own feathers and offered it to 
Zero, who happily accepted it. He brushed her hooded head 
gently, then stopped. He finally had a good look of Zero’s 
face, apparently. 

“Now this is a surprise. | was gonna Say you're pretty as 
well as a compliment, but it’s more than that. You’re not just 
pretty, you’re unbelievably beautiful.” There was great 
admiration in his voice. 

Zero lifted her hood, a smile dancing on her red lips. 
“Why, thank you,” she said, mimicking Cal’s tone. “And for 


your compliment, | have nothing.” She chuckled. 

“Don’t your wings get in the way?” | asked. “You can’t 
Sleep facing up.” 

“You guessed right. They cause too much trouble, in fact. 
That’s why I sit when | sleep. When | fly low, my wings get 
caught in trees, and most of all, getting my own clothes is 
next-to-impossible. My wings are longer than my arms, after 
all.” 

Cal spread his wings wide. One wing alone was as big as 
an adult-sized human. | sighed in admiration, and suddenly 
Zero spread her arms and embraced Cal’s body. 

“Whoa! What are you doing?” Surprised, Cal’s feathers 
bristled. 

Zero buried her face in his wing. “I have always wanted 
to sleep on a bird,” she said in a childlike tone. “I once 
considered catching a thousand birds and plucking all their 
feathers, but a live bird has to be the best. Ah, this 
marvelous texture! So smooth, and fluffy, and warm.” 

“What are you talking about?!” 

“Whoa, stop it! Quit molesting people!” | stepped in. “He 
may be a pretty bird to you, but deep inside he’s a man!” | 
quickly pulled Zero away from Cal. 

“My feathers!” Zero cried, acting like a child whose toy 
was taken away. “My smooth and fluffy feathers!” 

“Sorry about that,” | said. “She’s got a few screws loose.” 

“It’s fine. Thanks to her, | was able to experience the fear 
that birds feel when they are killed for their feathers. I’m 
gonna have nightmares every time | see someone using a 
feather pillow in the future.” 

It was probably the same feeling | got whenever | saw 
carpets made of fur. While our human half was more 
dominant, we felt a strange affinity to the animals that 
resembled us. 

“Anyway.” Collecting himself, Cal looked at the priest on 
my shoulder. “We should let the priest rest first. Someone 


get a doctor in the guest room!” His voice rang clear asa 
bell. 

“I'll go!” someone answered and ran off. 

| glanced at the direction of the voice and saw that it 
belonged to a child. 

“There sure are a lot of kids here in this band of 
scoundrels,” | said. 

“Yup. The kids are rascals as well. Terrifying, huh? Out of 
everyone in the fort, kids are the ones I’m most scared of. 
They have no sense of modesty or restraint.” Cal laughed. 

“This is the guest room right here.” He stepped out into 
the hallway and opened the nearest wooden door. It must 
have been a bedroom used by soldiers in the past. It was 
bleak, furnished with a clean bed perfect for the priest. 

| lay the priest down on the bed and covered him with a 
blanket. Then | heard footsteps approaching the room, 
probably the doctor that the kid called. | thought doctors 
were always pompous and slow-moving, but judging by the 
footsteps, they were running as fast as they could. A man in 
a black cloak—an attire that doctors wore—barged into the 
room without even knocking. 

“Bloody with grave injuries? Why bring him here?!” 
Medical satchel in hand, the doctor approached with heavy 
steps. “He could’ve received proper treatment at a church! 
Don’t you care about his life?!” 

He was short, but had a solid build, and his left hand’s 
pinky and ring finger were missing. 

He looked familiar. A short grunt escaped our lips as our 
eyes met. 

“Weren't you the guy at the inn?” | asked. 

“You're that Beastfallen!” he cried. 

It was none other than the vet who stitched up my 
wounds when Theo drove the carriage into the inn. | think 
his name was Tito or something. 

“What are you doing here?” | asked. “I thought you were 
going to another country with the guys from the guild 


because you can’t make a living here anymore.” 

“Wait. The patient comes first. He’s seriously injured, 
yes? What happened?” 

“Yeah. We were shot by a cannon in the Holy City. The 
Shell missed him, but the shards of wood knocked him out.” 
“A cannon?! | might not be able to help him then. I'll do 

my best, of course, but I’m only a vet.” 

Tito unpacked his satchel and took out a needle and 
bandages. After ripping apart the priest’s clothes and wiping 
off the blood, he exhaled in relief. 

“| think | can handle this one,” he said. “His wounds 
aren’t that terrible. | thought it would be impossible since he 
seemed to be bleeding a lot. What a lucky guy.” 

That was to be expected. Zero already treated his fatal 
wounds beforehand. | couldn’t tell him that, of course. 

“God must have been watching over him,” | said. 

Tito threaded a sewing needle with a curved tip and 
stabbed it through the priest’s skin. 

Zero watched the doctor with great interest as he 
skillfully stitched up the priest’s wounds. “What comes after 
stitching?” she asked. “Or is that it?” 

“No,” the doctor answered. “After I’m done stitching, I'll 
put some ointment on the wounds to prevent festering. He'll 
probably get a high fever too, so I'll give him something to 
bring his temperature down. | made all of them from herbs | 
found in the woods. They work for animals and my patients 
here in the fort, so I’m sure they’ll work for the priest as 
well.” 

“Doesn't matter if you're a vet,” | said, impressed. “You’re 
a fine doctor.” 

Tito gave a strained smile. “Not all of them work, though. 
A medicine effective for cows turned out to be poisonous for 
humans. A patient’s condition worsened because of me. Still 
the people in this fort didn’t condemn me.” 

“Why is that?” | asked. 


Tito’s eyes narrowed. “You know the current situation in 
this country. It’s better to have a vet than no doctors at all. 
They’re that desperate. Like you said earlier, | was going to 
leave the country. But remember that child? He begged me 
to stay.” 


We need doctors! Are you going to abandon this 
country?! 


Theo’s desperate cries apparently changed Tito’s mind. 

“You can’t make money here anymore, though,” | said. 
“And without money, you'll starve to death.” 

“I’m not going to starve to death,” he said flatly. There 
were times when words full of conviction would catch you 
off guard, and this was one of them. “Those who are not 
blessed with the miracles of the saint come to doctors with 
what little money they have. Many patients will flock 
towards the few who are left. So the rich start to hire their 
own personal doctors, reducing their numbers. This makes 
the job of some local town doctor with little renown harder. 
But he’d be dealing with poor people. He earns little from a 
single patient. So it’s not like doctors go completely broke 
that they can’t eat. They just don’t want to be in that 
situation.” 

After spending a lot of time, money, and effort to become 
doctors, the income they received was too little for their 
hard work, almost at the same level as peasants working 
farms. It was clearly not worth it. What’s more, the saint 
took all the status and fame. 

| wondered how many doctors would remain in such an 
environment. 

“I’m here in Fort Lotus solely by coincidence,” Tito 
continued. “I was helping someone who collapsed. That’s 
what brought me here, then | decided to stay. There’s plenty 
of patients here, and I’ve got food and a place to sleep. | 
realized that was good enough for me.” 


Fort Lotus was indeed full of sick people at first glance. 
They gathered here, huddling together, helping each other 
to survive. 

“! became a doctor because | wanted to help people. 
Though | ended up becoming a vet. When animals get sick, 
people get sick too, and when livestock die, people die as 
well. Although apparently, the saint can heal animals too. All 
those who have the money have gone to her, making my 
life difficult. But if | abandoned the patients in front of me 
and fled the country, that would mean | became a doctor 
solely for the money. That’s just too shameful.” Tito gave a 
bitter laugh. 

“But you can not heal them, can you?” Zero asked all of a 
sudden. Her words sent a shiver down my spine. 

Tito quickly turned pale and looked at Zero with a stiff 
expression. “What did you just say?” 

“| said your patients in this fort will never be fully healed. 
Not only that, their condition is getting worse.” 

“How do you know that? They might recover completely! 
You'll never know unless you try.” 

“No, that is not possible. As long as they have the brand 
of the goat on them.” 

Cal and Tito stiffened up upon hearing those words. 

“You should have realized it already,” Zero continued. 
“You know what is happening to those who bear the mark 
and what fate awaits them. Otherwise, you would not have 
thought about abducting the saint.” 

Cal opened his wings a little and quickly closed them, as 
if shrugging. “I see. So you’re aware of the situation,” the 
hawk Beastfallen said. “Is this ‘investigation’ you’re doing 
related to the mark? Let me guess. You received the brand 
while you were in the Holy City, so you came here hoping to 
get rid of it. You’re a victim, just like the people here.” 

He got it wrong, but it would be easier to just agree with 
what he said. | didn’t really care whatever they believed in. 
Though Zero might just flatly deny Cal’s conjecture. 


“lam nota victim,” Zero said. “In fact, you can say | am 
the perpetrator.” 

“Say what now?” 

| immediately covered Zero’s mouth. “I’m sorry, but it’s a 
bit complicated,” | said. “There are some things we can’t 
talk about in detail.” 

Especially not with the priest around. Sure he was 
unconscious, but | would never mention the fact that Zero 
was the witch who invented Magic. 

“Let’s forget about us for now,” | said. “So how did you 
guys find out that the mark attracts injuries and illnesses?” 

“Good question. It’s just that all of the people here at Fort 
Lotus who have the brand are either sick or injured, and 
their illnesses and injuries are somehow “increasing.” Worst 
case, some guy wakes up with his arm decaying and falling 
off. You can easily guess what’s going on.” 

The damage was so horribly widespread that they figured 
out the cause simply by piecing together bits of information. 

“! do not understand.” Zero turned to Cal, seemingly 
unsatisfied. “Why did so many people agree to be branded 
by the mark? | am certain many were unaware at first, but 
with the number of victims increasing, more people should 
know by now. Negative rumors spread easily, after all. Yet 
the Holy City still attracts many devotees. Why?” 

“Because of money, young lady,” Cal said flatly. 

It was probably the most predictable reason, and the one 
| least wanted to hear. It was just too pragmatic. An 
unbearable feeling washed over me. 

“A disciple of sacrifice and devotion,” | said. The image of 
the poor man coming out of the saint’s residence came to 
mind. 

For branding themselves with the mark of the goat, 
people were given money and access to the sanatorium 
where they could receive medical treatment. Many wanted 
the mark for money, even if it meant their condition 
worsening. 


“Exactly.” Cal’s voice was cold and hard. “Everyone here 
sold their well-being for money.” 

We left the priest in Tito’s care and followed Cal to 
another room. The doctor said we should not talk about 
disturbing matters near someone injured, so Cal had no 
choice but to leave the guest room. 

The room he showed us to was similar to the one we just 
left, located just across the hall. | took a seat at the rickety 
table in the corner and drank the water that Cal poured for 
us. 
“It all started with these words,” Cal started once I’d 
calmed down a little. “Those who bear this mark will take on 
the suffering of the people and become a devout disciple of 
the saint. For their devotion and sacrifice, they will receive 
God’s blessing after death, and for their pure spirit we will 
bestow upon them a reward.” 

He spoke the words—words that sounded like something 
straight out of the Church’s manual—with such emotion. 
While Zero and | stared at him blankly, he chuckled. 

“It was a notice put out when the saint became governor 
of Akdios to gather ‘disciples of sacrifice and devotion’. But 
in order to get the reward, you must endure the pain of the 
branding. Desperate poor people flocked to the city asa 
result.” 

“What about the rich? Enduring pain and becoming a 
disciple of the saint sounds like their kind of thing.” 

“They did, in fact, go to the city as well, but the saint 
turned them away. She said the ordeal was not some kind of 
amusement for the rich. She made it clear that only those 
pure of heart who endure poverty have the right to the mark 
of the goat.” 

“That probably made her popular with the poor,” | said. 

Only the poorest of the poor, the oppressed and 
downtrodden, could become disciples of the saint, a status 
that the rich sought. There could be no better feeling than 
this. 


“It did. Her fame shot up rapidly. Some people even said 
that the mark of the goat cured their illness. Because of 
that, the poor who couldn’t afford to see a doctor vied for 
the mark.” 

“How ironic,” Zero said bitterly. “People came together 
with the desire to cure their sickness, only to become 
sacrifices taking on the pain of others. | can appreciate a 
good plan, but at the same time, | find it revolting.” 

“Some people realized the truth and tipped off the church 
that the mark of the goat was a witch’s curse, but the saint 
had already gained the immense trust of the neighboring 
churches. The claims of the poor and powerless were 
dismissed. They said it was just an ordinary brand. The saint 
anticipated this situation from the start, which is why she 
gave the mark to the powerless.” 

“But I’ve seen fishermen and powerful-looking merchants 
in Ideaverna with the same mark, and they looked perfectly 
healthy,” | said. “Don’t they suffer from it? If victims are not 
only limited to the poor, the Church might listen.” 

“That’s a different thing,” Cal said, shaking his head. 
“Those guys get their own tattoos as a symbol of their faith 
in the saint. The saint never gives the mark to the wealthy. 
Only the brands she gives in her residence are special.” 

“Well, then. | guess the Church really won’t listen.” 

“Yeah, it’s a hopeless case. Accusing a saint of witchcraft 
might even result in the accuser being executed instead. 
Still, the rumor that getting the mark made one sick 
circulated. But why though? A rumor is just that, a rumor. It 
could very well be a lie. But if you get the mark, you are 
guaranteed to receive money. There were even people 
blinded by their greed who got more than one mark, and 
then died without being able to use their money.” 

“What is the point of obtaining riches if you cannot use it 
anyway?” Zero sighed in disbelief. 

“| gotta admit. It’s hard to feel sorry for them.” | voiced 
what | honestly felt. 


Cal smiled, showing no sign of being offended. “Yeah, 
they had it coming. | have no shred of sympathy for them at 
all. Anyone who sells their body of their own will can do 
whatever they want. But then parents started selling their 
kids.” 

“Huh. Better than just abandoning the kids to reduce the 
number of mouths to feed, | Suppose. They can earn more 
efficiently this way instead of selling them directly to slave 
traders.” 

“And once a sick child became a burden, the parents just 
abandoned them at the infirmary.” 

“| guess Theo’s mother is still better than them, even 
though she abandoned her child all the same.” | looked up 
at the ceiling. 

Cal cocked his head quizzically. “Theo was abandoned by 
his mother? What makes you think that?” 

“Theo said it himself. He said his mother was in Fort 
Lotus, but he had no reason to come back anymore. Her 
husband died and she found another man, didn’t she? Then 
Theo became a burden.” 

Cal stood up. “Follow me,” he said. “I’ll take you to his 
mother.” 

“What? Where'd that come from? | don’t really wanna 
meet her, and it’s not like we have anything to talk about.” 

“Just shut up and follow me.” 

Zero and | exchanged glances. | had no other choice but 
to follow the man. 

Cal left the room and led us out through the hallway and 
into the back of the fort. The forest had taken over half of 
the rundown yard, but there was a section that was well- 
kept. 

Neatly arranged wooden stakes, piles of dirt, and a circle 
of flowers. 

“A graveyard,” Zero muttered. 

Cal stopped in front of a grave. “This is Theo’s mother. 
She died two days before we ambushed the saint.” 


“What?! Theo didn’t say a word about—” | shut my 
mouth. 

His mother was in the fort, but she was not waiting for 
him. So this is what he meant. 

“So his mother didn’t abandon him,” | said. 

“It’s the other way around. They were close. He was on 
her mind right until her very last breath. After her death, 
Theo wanted to join the ambush. He said he would avenge 
his mother.” 

“Il know it’s a little too late, but shouldn’t you have 
stopped him?” My voice sounded reproachful despite 
myself. No respectable adult would allow a child to avenge 
his mother’s death like that. 

“Of course | stopped him,” Cal answered. “But Talba took 
him anyway. He’s a nice guy, but he always lets his 
emotions get the best of him. I’m sure he had good 
intentions. But then they failed, utterly. | heard Theo started 
accompanying the saint after that, so | had to go pick him 
up. I’m sure you'd do the same.” 

Cal sounded like he was telling a joke, spreading his 
wings a little. There was nothing funny about the whole 
matter, yet strangely enough, | couldn’t sense any malice in 
his gestures. 

| shrugged in response. “Sure. | thought it was too fast for 
pursuers to be in Ideaverna that time, but after seeing you, 
it made sense. Damn it. | wouldn’t have left him at the 
mansion if | knew his story.” 

He smiled when he said there was something he needed 
to do. | never imagined that his goal was exacting revenge. 
Theo was pretending all this time. He was trying to win 
Lia’s favor by smiling at her, devoting himself to her, and 

sometimes even fawning on her. All so he could get the 
chance to kill her. 

“Did she suffer?” | asked. 

“Yeah, it was terrible. She had a high fever for several 
days, and kept calling her child’s and husband’s names over 


and over. Theo never left his mother’s side until the end. 
And after she died, he said, ‘I couldn’t do anything. I’m just 
a kid, so | couldn’t protect my mother.” 

Curling his fingers, Cal gently stroked the tombstone with 
the back of his talons. 

“But Theo’s mother didn’t hold a grudge against the 
saint. She said that would be unreasonable. They knew what 
they were getting into. Thanks to the money they received, 
they didn’t starve to death. They survived for a while, and 
they should be grateful for that.” 

“But...” Cal clenched his fists. “They only starved in the 
first place because there were no doctors to treat their 
breadwinner, Theo’s father. The saint, on the other hand, 
was busy treating the wealthy. Desperate to survive, the 
wife went to the saint’s residence and sold her well-being. 
Do they really deserve their fate then? They were forced to 
make a choice: either starve to death tomorrow, or offer 
their health so they could buy some bread to survive 
another day. How is that fair? You can’t say that they 
willingly sacrificed their health, can you?” 

They knew the suffering that awaited them, yet they still 
had to do it to survive. A poisoned apple offered in their 
times of starvation. 

“It was Magic to save people,” Zero breathed out a small 
sigh. “Magic to save many with little cost.” Softly she 
brushed the wooden grave marker buried in the damp soil. 
“lam sorry,” she muttered. 

“You idiot!” | barked. 

Watch what you’re saying! Cal’s right here! | tried 
stopping her, but it was too late. The hawk Beastfallen 
already heard it. 

“Magic?” Cal looked puzzled. 

Zero nodded softly. It looked like she was planning to tell 
him everything. “Hawk warrior,” she said. “Have you heard 
rumors of Magic?” 


“Yeah, I’ve been hearing a lot about it lately. If 1’m not 
mistaken, it’s related to the witches’ uprising in Wenias.” 

“Yes. Magic is a witch’s craft that propagated in the 
kingdom of Wenias. And the miracles that the saint uses to 
heal people is a Magic spell called Sacrixigs. The wounds 
and illnesses of those healed are distributed to those who 
have the mark.” 

Cal’s jaws dropped. He stared at Zero in stunned 
disbelief. “W-Wait a sec! You completely lost me there!” 

At this point, it would be best to just tell him everything, 
giving no room for any sort of misunderstanding. Cal 
couldn’t seem to grasp what Zero just said, so | gave a more 
detailed explanation. 

“We're from Wenias,” | said. “The kingdom's Chief Mage 
hired us to investigate the effects of Magic outside Wenias. 
If there are problems, we’re to fix them too.” 

“Investigate Magic? Then is that lady...” 

He probably wanted to ask if she was a witch, but he 
ended up not finishing his question. | wasn’t going to tell 
him either. 

The kingdom of Wenias had officially recognized witches, 
but we were in Cleon. If people found out Zero was a witch, 
she’d be burned at the stake. 

“We witnessed the saint using Magic,” Zero continued. 
“Then we traveled to the Holy City of Akdios where we 
identified the spell to be Sacrixigs. Shortly after that, they 
attempted to kill us, and we ended up here.” 

“| see.” Cal sighed, as if he understood everything now. 
“You do look like you’re not an ordinary lady. | guess it 
makes sense. So this Saint of Akdios is actually a witch?” 

“A Mage, to be precise. She can use Magic, but she has 
no knowledge of Sorcery.” 

“Hmm...” Cal’s face remained expressionless, but there 
was emotion in his voice. Disappointment. “I thought 
perhaps she was just a puppet. So you’re sure she’s the one 
using Magic, huh?” 


“A puppet?” | asked. “What made you think that?” 

“It’s complicated. Although not as complicated as your 
situation.” 

| was about to ask him more about it, but Zero cut me off. 

“Mercenary. Hawk. Can you leave me alone for a while? | 
would like to offer my prayers to the departed. If you do not 
mind, of course.” 

Cal nodded, somewhat overwhelmed. “Go ahead.” 

“Do witches even pray to the dead?” | said jokingly. 

“Yes, just like a priest,” she answered, her gaze fixed on 
the grave marker. “Funny, isn’t it? | hope the souls of the 
dead will laugh at the sight of me.” 

| considered saying something that could cheer her up, 
but all | could think of were banal and superficial phrases 
like “It’s not your fault” or “There’s no point worrying about 
it.” 

As | fumbled for words, Cal tapped me on the shoulder 
and motioned me to follow him into the fort. | had nothing 
else to do, so | did. 

“Don’t stay out too long, or you'll catch a cold,” | said. 
Zero responded by raising her hand a little, then she 
knelt down in front of the grave and began praying silently. 

“It’s really strange to see a witch praying for the dead.” 
Cal breathed a heavy sigh as soon as we were inside. “1 
thought witches were more wicked and terrifying.” 

“| know one witch and one sorcerer besides her,” | said. 
“One is a brat and the other is wicked and terrifying. 
Apparently there are all sorts of witches out there.” 

Cal looked dubious. “Don’t witches use Beastfallens’ 
heads for Sorcery, though? I’m surprised you can work as a 
witch’s bodyguard, Black Beast of—” 

“No! Stop! If you ever call me by that name again, I’m 
going to cut your head off, drain your blood, pluck all your 
feathers, pour some salt on you, and roast you crispy for a 
witch’s dinner!” 


“Whoa, whoa, whoa. You just made me understand how 
chickens feel. What are you gonna do about it? | love 
chicken meat, you know.” 

Heh. Cannibalism? | kept my mouth shut, as that would 
be a terrible joke. He might look like a beast—though he 
was technically half-bird—he was still human inside. 

“What do | call you then?” he asked. “The lady calls you 
Mercenary.” 

“Just call me Mercenary.” 

“That’s not a name. It’s a profession.” 

“And Zero is a number. | don’t really care about names, as 
long as | can identify someone.” 

“That’s an odd philosophy to have.” Cal cocked his head. 

| dismissed the current subject with a wave of my arm. 
Seeing the opportunity, Cal brought up a previous topic. 

“So what are you guys really up to? You mentioned 
investigating cases of Magic and solving problems. Are you 
planning to kill the saint? You already revealed that the lady 
is a witch. There’s no need to hide anything else, is there?” 

“| guess.” 

The one thing we really needed to keep secret was the 
fact that Zero was a witch. Now that he knew, there was no 
longer any point in hiding anything. 

“It’s not really the saint that we want. It’s whoever’s 
behind her.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“We think someone taught the saint Magic. Dealing with 
the saint directly won’t really solve anything. If we let that 
someone go free, the same thing will happen all over again. 
So we want to find the mastermind. And for that, we need to 
talk to the saint.” 

Cal stopped and turned back to me halfway down the 
hallway. “Why do you think someone taught her Magic? The 
Coven of Zero, was it? She could’ve been a member.” 

“That’s highly unlikely. Even if she was a member of the 
coven, I’m certain it’s a different person who came up with 


the whole plan and set the stage for her. We have plenty of 
reasons to think so, but | guess the biggest one is the saint 
herself. | don’t think that woman has the brains and guts to 
create such a detailed plan and put it into action.” 

“You think so?” 

“Yup. You'll understand if you see her.” 

“| see... Yeah... You’re right.” It was as if he was muttering 
to himself. He looked clearly relieved. 

Considering his reaction when he found out Lia was a 
witch, it was apparent that he liked the saint. For some 
reason, the feather accessory that Lia wore around her neck 
came to mind. 

Lia told me about the time she was in the orphanage. 
Back then, whenever the matron scolded her, a Beastfallen 
child always defended her. That’s why she harbored no 
prejudice against our kind. 

| might as well ask him directly. 

“My turn to ask you a question,” | said. “What were you 
planning to do to the saint after abducting her? Why didn’t 
you just kill her right away?” 

Killing the person sucking the life out of the people in the 
fort would be the reasonable thing to do. But Lia was almost 
abducted, not almost killed. 

Cal spread his wings a little and closed the m—the same 
motion as last time. 

“Il know the saint,” he said. “Her name is Faelia. Everyone 
in the orphanage made fun of her, calling her a crybaby, a 
scaredy cat, and useless.” 

| knew it. 

If the white feather necklace that Lia treasured was made 
from Cal’s feathers, then there was no doubt that the 
Beastfallen she was talking about was Cal. 

“That woman was too much of a coward. She wouldn't 
even go out into the yard because she was afraid of 
stepping on bugs. | used to carry her around.” 


His voice was gentle and filled with nostalgia. | pictured a 
little hawk Beastfallen flying around, carrying a little girl, 
and it made me smile despite myself. 

“And on top of that, she was a clumsy crybaby. Even as 
she grew up, no one took her in. In the end, | left the 
orphanage before she did. | promised her that | would 
become a mercenary, make money, and then take her into 
my care.” 

“So why didn’t you go pick her up?” 

“| didn’t make it in time. When | went to the orphanage, 
she was already taken in by some traveling merchant.” 

“Orphans don’t get to choose their foster parents, | 
guess.” 

It didn’t matter if Lia didn’t want to leave. If someone 
came along to take her in, she would have no other choice 
but to go with them. 

“Il tried to forget about her. But that woman is so slow, 
you know. | was worried that she’d have a terrible time at 
her new home. | know. | just don’t know when to let go.” 

“So anyway,” he continued, “I had no other goals in life, 
so I’ve been looking for her for a long time. Then one day | 
found out that she became a saint creating miracles. I’m not 
gonna lie. | was disappointed, ’cause she didn’t need me 
anymore. But | was happy too. She always said she wanted 
to help people, and now she’s actually helping a lot of 
people.” 

“Unfortunately, things were not that simple.” 

“Yeah. A lot of people died because of her 
thoughtlessness. The rich got healthier and the poor got 
sicker.” 

| heard a click. It was the sound of Cal’s sharp talons 
tapping on the stone walls. 

“She’s a bit of an idiot. She would pour water on ants’ 
nests because they might be thirsty. She thought the ants 
squirming meant they were glad.” 

“Sounds like a mean idiot.” 


“Her stupidity causes problems, yes. | figured if that’s the 
case this time too, I’d have to tell her what she was doing 
wrong. Who she ended up killing. How many.” 

Cal’s talons made a grating noise as they dug into the 
stone wall. Contrary to his behavior, his voice was quiet and 
calm. 

“| have to tell her everything and hold her accountable 
for what she did. Ask her to heal this sick country. | couldn’t 
get to her in time. Because of that, she became a saint 
that’s killing people. I’m partly to blame.” 

“| get it now. That’s why a Beastfallen like you is leading 
a bunch of sick people.” 

“Talba was actually their leader. | needed allies, and they 
needed a leader with purpose and power. So | used my 
experience as a mercenary to win their trust by taking over 
the fort from the bandits who used it as their base. Do you 
get the whole story now?” 

| nodded. If Cal told Lia the truth and she decided not to 
use Magic anymore, the powerful people who cared for 
themselves so much would panic. If Lia said she was too 
busy helping the poor to have the time to treat the 
powerful, the latter might even use their own money to 
send in doctors to get the poor out of the picture. 

Cal knew what Lia was like. That’s why he ordered Talba 
to kidnap her, not kill her. 

They met each other at the orphanage and promised to 
see each other again one day. Cal being the leader of the 
anti-saint faction, then, was not a mere coincidence. It was 
inevitable. 

“But still, if you kidnapped her and told her what was 
happening, | doubt things would go that well. In my 
experience, cowards tend to not accept their mistakes.” 

That fainthearted woman believed she was saving 
people. Could she face the reality that she was, in fact, 
killing them? She might even continue helping others, 


convinced she was doing the right thing, and end up killing 
even more people. 

“If that happens...” 

What are you gonna do? Before | could voice my 
question, Cal continued. 

“| would have no choice but to kill her.” 

His reply was immediate, his words devoid of any 
emotion. It even felt like he already had the answer from the 
Start. 

Perhaps it was on his mind all the time. That he would 
have to kill his timid, helpless, and good-to-a-fault childhood 
friend, solely because she possessed the power to heal 
people, an ability that would normally be regarded as a 
blessing. 

“| pray that it doesn’t come to that, though,” Cal said as 
cheerfully as possible, as though trying to get rid of the 
heavy atmosphere. “Did you know? You can ask anyone 
about who gives the mark, and they’Il all give you the same 
answer: it’s a masked manservant. They say it’s never the 
saint who gives it. Do you Know what this means?” 

“No idea.” 

“Me neither. But it sounds significant, doesn’t it?” Cal 
chuckled. 

Whether we spared Lia or killed her would depend on her 
actions. Cal and | shared the same goal in this case. For the 
first time since coming to Fort Lotus, | finally relaxed. 

“I’m glad we can join forces,” | said. “We’re suspected of 
attempting to assassinate the saint, so we can’t get close to 
the Holy City anymore. And since the bridge is down, there’s 
little chance that the saint can get out of the city. She’s 
basically blocked in from all directions.” 

“The bridge is down? You mean the Holy City’s, right?” 

“Yup. Blown to bits by a cannon.” 

“Sounds like a big deal.” Cal laughed. 

“It’s no laughing matter.” 


“Il know, but it’s still funny,” he said without showing any 
signs of guilt. 

| think | understand why the people here in Fort Lotus 
gathered around a Beastfallen like him. It wasn’t only 
because their interests aligned, but he had the power to 
laugh away gloom. 

“No wonder the city was a little noisy. So that’s what 
happened.” 

“You can get into the Holy City from the sky. | mean, you 
can fly, right? You can kidnap the saint under the cover of 
night.” 

“I can’t fly at night, unfortunately. My eyes aren’t good in 
the dark.” 

“Oh. That explains the lanterns in the woods.” 

“Yeah. | can’t do anything otherwise if we’re attacked at 
night. And as you know, my body is not exactly tough. If 
they shoot me with a bow, I'll fall, and if | fall, every bone in 
my body will break, and I'll die.” 

“Damn. Sounds like you got the short end of the stick.” 

Beastfallen were creatures abhorred and feared by the 
masses, but they were way stronger than the average 
human. A powerless Beastfallen was just a target for 
ridicule. 

“But | can fly,” Cal said, not feeling particularly 
disappointed. “Besides, you see what | look like. My sharp 
talons are terrifying, and I’m good with a bow. | can reduce 
the enemy’s numbers by simply hiding in the shadows and 
shooting them with my bow or throwing knives. I’m good at 
bluffing as well. I’m good enough to take this fort from the 
bandits, at least.” 

As a matter of fact, when he fired an arrow at me earlier, 
| was quite intimidated as | didn’t know that he was actually 
a Beastfallen. In that sense, his bluffs were probably 
effective. 

“I’m awful at close combat, though, that’s for sure,” he 
said. “I’m more useful for transportation or delivering 


messages. Flying in broad daylight makes me an easy target 
as well. That’s why | left the kidnapping to Talba and the 
others.” 

“Sorry for foiling your plan,” | said. 

Cal gave a Strained laugh. “It’s fine. Even if you guys 
weren't here, the priest would have destroyed our plan 
anyway. But now, that same priest is here. It would be great 
if he agreed to help us. And we have one more ally we can 
count on. With their help, we can afford to be a little 
reckless.” 

“An ally, you say? You mean in this puny bandit gang?” 

“Boss! We got trouble!” 

Suddenly, a man came running from across the hallway, 
screaming. It was the smaller guy on guard duty with Talba 
earlier. 

“What is it?! Are we under attack?!” 

Breathing heavily, the man shook his head wildly and 
pointed down the direction he came from. 

“I-It’s Taloa! H-He’s ki—” 

“Did he kill the priest?!” 

“N-No! He said he was gonna kill him. | tried to stop him, 
but he wouldn’t listen. He went... into the priest’s room... 
drunk!” 

He was flustered and on the verge of tears. | couldn’t 
make sense of what he said. Instead of listening to him, Cal 
and | started running down the hallway. 

“Let go of me, you lowly, godforsaken bandits! Why did 
you bring me here?! What are you going to do with me?!” 

A crowd of people had gathered before the priest’s room. 

“What the hell’s going on here?!” 

Cal’s roar dispersed the crowd, and | saw the priest 
pinned down on the ground by several people, struggling to 
escape from their grasp. The glistening scythe in his hands 
sent a shiver down my spine. 

“The idiot!” | said. “Did he go wild here?” 


“| can’t believe it,” Cal said. “He shouldn’t be able to 
move.” 

| thought this could happen, so | wanted to take his 
weapon away, but | couldn’t remove the rings from his 
fingers. He probably had them firmly attached so he would 
always have his weapon no matter what. 

“Please calm down, Father!” Tito begged. “I understand 
your anger, but you have it wrong! That guy was drunk. | 
swear | will not let him near you again. So please, go back to 
bed, or you'll die!” 

Cal approached them, and Tito turned pale. 

“Cal! I’m sorry. | didn’t pay enough attention,” the doctor 
said. 

“What happened? What did Talba do?” 

“Well...” 

“I tried to kill him!” said a jovial voice. 

| turned to the direction of the voice and saw a large, 
bearded man slumped on the floor with his back against the 
wall. 

“Talba,” Cal called in a low voice. 

“That’s my name.” He guffawed, sword in his right hand. 
“You're too soft, Boss! You bring him to the fort just ‘cause 
he’s injured? You’re crazy! And we’re even fixing him up... 
It’s just too much, okay?! It’s his fault... It’s his fault that 
Sect is dead!” 

First he was laughing, and now he was angry. He was 
clearly drunk. | could tell from the intense smell of alcohol. 

“He protected that witch... And now Sect and all the other 
guys are dead. Adjudicator, my ass! If he’d just killed that 
witch, Sect would still be alive! But no... and now you're 
even helping him! It’s just not fair!” He swung his sword 
around. 

“Hey, Cal. Who’s Sect?” | asked. “He blamed us earlier for 
his death too.” 

“He was a Close friend of Talba’s. He was in the group 
that abducted the saint, but he died on the way back.” 


“| get it now.” 

Breathing a heavy sigh, Cal walked towards Talba and 
snatched his sword away. 

“Give it back!” Talba shouted, but Cal ignored his 
protests. 

“Talba, our goal is not revenge,” he said. “It’s to bring the 
doctors back to this country. To do that, which do you think 
is the right choice? Kill the priest or get him on our side?” 

“The right choice? Is saving the guy who killed Sect the 
right choice?! Is him protecting the saint the right choice?!” 

No point in talking to the guy at this point. He was too 
drunk to think logically. 

“You don’t understand, Boss... You don’t have the mark 
on you! You don’t know how we feel! We could be dead 
tomorrow. If you hadn’t asked us to bring the saint alive, 
everything would be over by now!” 

Cal looked down at Talba silently, expressionless as usual, 
and for some reason, threw the sword back into the drunk’s 
hand. 

“You're right. | don’t know how you feel,” the Beastfallen 
said. “Knock yourself out, then. If you want revenge, go 
ahead and kill the priest. | won’t stop you.” 

Hesitation flickered across Talba’s eyes for a moment. 

“But killing him will close the only path we have to the 
saint. You'll be sacrificing everyone in the fort to get your 
revenge. You think it’s the right thing to do, right? Talba. 
You'd be more than happy to take them all down with you. 
You want to kill a bunch of people for your own satisfaction, 
don’t you?” 

Grasping his sword with both hands, Talba looked back 
and forth between Cal and the weapon. Finally, he turned 
his gaze to the priest, his expression twisted. 

“I... L.. just want to avenge Sect...” 

“Go cool your head off,” Cal said. “Someone get this man 
some water!” 


A few people from the crowd scurried over to help Talba 
get on his feet. Cal waited for the man to disappear before 
turning to the priest. 

“I’m sorry about that, Father. | Know you won’t believe 
me, but | don’t want to hurt you. | just need your help.” 

“Help you? I’m a servant of God. | would never lend a 
helping hand to bandits. Now release me. | need to go back 
to the Holy City and protect Her Eminence. | need to fulfill 
the mission that God gave me!” 

“Listen here,” | said, exasperation in my tone. “You think 
you can go back to the city? Look at you. You’re a mess. An 
adjudicator from Dea Ignis is being pinned down by a bunch 
of civilians. You probably can’t even stand straight.” 

“Do you want to see me try?!” the priest hissed, turning 
his face to me. 

Torches hung by the corridor walls, illuminating the 
Surroundings, which meant the priest couldn’t keep his eyes 
open. Yet it felt like | could see the fury raging behind his 
eyelids. 

He gripped his scythe tightly. Daunted by his intensity, | 
quickly put my hand on my sword. 

“What are you doing? Turn out the lights first!” A sharp 
voice came from behind me. 

Startled, | turned around to see Zero walking towards us 
from across the hallway. 

“Why are you posing to accept his challenge?” she said. 
“The priest is in no condition to fight. This situation is far too 
dangerous for him. That is why he is resorting to 
intimidation.” 

“What? Intimidation?” 

Now that she mentioned it, this display of rage was not 
like him at all. He was calm and composed even in battle, 
but now he looked pitiful. 

He was on the verge of death, practically blind, and in the 
middle of enemy territory. | had experienced this as well. 


“Cal, tell your men to turn out the lights,” | said. “I have 
good night vision, and there are lights in the hall. If it’s only 
this hallway that’s dark, | should be able to handle him even 
if he goes on a rampage.” 

“| don’t mind, but can | ask why?” 

“That priest has a peculiar condition that makes him 
unable to see when it’s bright. He’ll probably calm down a 
little if he can see.” 

“If you say so.” Cal turned to the others. “Turn off the 
lights!” 

In the blink of an eye, the hallway fell into darkness. 
Gripping the hilt of my sword, | watched the priest closely. 
Then the priest stopped struggling. Still pinned down by 
several men, he opened his eyes cautiously and lifted his 
head. 

Zero stood in front of him. The men who were restraining 
the priest released him and quickly moved to the side. The 
priest then immediately got to his feet and took a huge leap 
backwards. With his back against the wall and scythe at the 
ready, he looked like a frightened cornered animal. 

“Do not be afraid, Priest,” Zero said. “You were seriously 
injured and needed medical attention. That is why we 
brought you here.” 

“Seriously... injured...?” 

“Yes. You and Mercenary were fighting on the bridge in 
Akdios when you came under fire. You remember that, do 
you not? After the bridge fell, Mercenary carried you up to 
the top of the cliff.” 

The priest shot me a scornful look. He was clearly upset 
that a Beastfallen saved his life. 

“You were an adjudicator from Dea Ignis, tasked with 
protecting the saint. Yet you were almost killed by the Holy 
City’s guards. The saint and the city deemed you an 
obstacle, and we want to know why.” 

“Why... Her Eminence... tried... to kill me...” 


The priest’s body shook violently. Perhaps he suddenly 
recalled that he was on the verge of death. Or maybe all the 
tension left his body when he realized he wasn’t in any 
danger. 

Zero moved closer. Then the priest fell to his knees, 
clinging to Zero’s shoulder and breathing heavily. Zero 
whispered something in his ear, and he went limp and 
motionless in the next instant. 

“| put him to sleep,” Zero mouthed. 

You got guts casting a spell on a priest. 

Tito rushed to the priest and gently pulled him away from 
Zero. 

“Ah, what a reckless priest!” the doctor said. “Somebody 
get him some water and soup! Cal, please put the priest 
back in bed.” 

At Tito’s command, the onlookers dispersed, and Cal took 
the priest back to the guest room with him. Seeing things 
under control, Zero shook her head in disbelief. 

“Good grief,” she said. “If | did not arrive in time, he 
would have gone on a rampage until he was dead. You 
should not corner a wounded beast.” 

“I’m usually the one who gets treated like a rabid 
animal,” | said. “Calming people down is out of my 
expertise. Besides, in various folk tales, it’s an innocent 
child or a pure maiden who soothes an angry beast. You 
were the right person for the job.” 

“Is there a story where a witch soothes a priest?” she 
asked in a reproachful tone. 

| shrugged, unable to give an answer. 

“So?” Zero said. 

“What?” 

“Did you talk to the hawk warrior? Can | assume that we 
have gained an ally?” 

“Yeah. We have the same objective. Plain and clear. To 
drag the saint out of the Holy City by any means necessary.” 





Chapter 9: Adjudicator 


Drag the saint out of the Holy City—easier said than 
done. If someone asked me how we would do it, | would not 
be able to give an answer right away. It was the same for 
Cal. We just gained a powerful ally. We were only at the 
point where we could finally formulate a strategy. 

What could a bandit gang composed mainly of sick 
people, a witch, a couple of Beastfallen, and an unconscious 
priest do? Our only choice was to wrack our brains. 

Unfortunately we were completely exhausted. After being 
attacked in the Holy City, we came straight to Fort Lotus 
without any rest. We were tired and hungry. So | decided to 
borrow the fort’s kitchen to make some dinner. 

Zero stirred the pot with a wooden ladle and took a bite 
of the soft carrots. 

“Delectable.” Zero nodded solemnly. 

| snatched the ladle away from her. 

“What are you doing?!” she said. “Give it back! That is 
my ladle!” 

“You don’t get to complain after stealing a taste, Milady. 
Anyone who disrupts cooking is banned from the kitchen!” 

| grabbed Zero by the scruff of her neck and pulled her off 
the pot. | then slowly dragged her and tossed her out of the 
kitchen. 

“W-Wait, Mercenary! There is something different about 
the food today. It is unlike anything | have ever seen before. 
It looks more delicious than usual. | could not help but be 
Curious...” 

“It’s all about the equipment, ingredients, and time. You 
can’t taste the food until it’s ready.” | closed the door on 
Zero’s face. 


“I-| want to eat,” she begged in a fake, tearful voice. “Just 
a little. A plate.” 

Cal directed a sympathetic look at Zero. “I-l think giving 
her a plate is fine,” he said. He was here to assist me in 
cooking. 

“No,” | flatly refused. “You let your guard down, and she'll 
devour the whole pot.” 

“She’s so skinny, though. Surely she can’t eat that 
much.” 

“Don’t let her looks deceive you. If you’re careless, the 
other guys’ share might vanish in an instant.” 

Two large pots of soup were boiling in front of me. One 
pot was for us, while the other was for the people at the 
fort. 

At first, | thought about making a simple meal for 
ourselves, but there was a surprisingly large amount of 
ingredients in their pantry. What’s more there were no cooks 
at the fort. When | heard them say they hadn’t had a decent 
meal recently, as the son of a tavern owner, | couldn’t just 
sit around and do nothing. 

How a bunch of broke people had so much food in 
storage was a mystery to me. When Cal said he got them 
through connections, | didn’t bother pressing the matter any 
further. 

Suddenly a question came to mind. “It’s a little too late to 
ask this, but will the guys here eat food prepared by a 
Beastfallen? Normally they’d find it gross and disgusting.” 

“Yeah, it /s too late for that. Their leader is a Beastfallen. 
Besides, these people don’t have the luxury of worrying 
about who made the food. All the more so once they catch a 
whiff of this delicious-looking food.” 

“Good point. There’s no better sight for a hungry person 
than appetizing food. Okay, it’s done.” 

| took the cauldron of stewed venison and vegetables out 
of the fire, and the women waiting for the food to be done 


carried it to the large hall. One of the children who had 
come to help them suddenly stopped and looked at Cal. 

“Can we give some for Talba too?” he asked. 

“Of course,” Cal replied. “Why do you ask?” 

“Because he’s been crying in his room the whole time. He 
said he’s done something horrible. He said he’s too 
ashamed to face you. He’s being punished right now, right?” 

Cal laughed. Apparently the drunk had come to his 
senses and was regretting what he’d done. 

“If he’s sorry, then all’s good,” Cal said. “I’m at fault too 
for not talking to him beforehand.” 

“I'll go tell everyone, then!” The child happily left the 
kitchen. 

A second later, cheers erupted from the hall and drifted 
to the kitchen. 

“And this is for us,” | said. “Smoked boar with two kinds of 
sauce. For poultry, just pouring salt is good enough. The fish 
wrapped in leaves should be done by now. Then just place 
the bread next to the cheese. All that’s left is some potato 
soup, and it’s a perfect meal.” 

“| have one question,” Cal said. “Where’d you learn to 
cook like this? Pretty sure no human would teach a 
Beastfallen.” 

“I’m the son of a tavern owner. | helped in the kitchen 
until | was thirteen.” 

“Thirteen?! Well, that’s a surprise. You managed to live a 
peaceful life for that long?” 

“Up until some bandits came for my head, yes. | was 
treated like a normal human being until | was thirteen, but 
as soon as | left the village, people treated me like a 
monster. The people in the village weren’t afraid of me, so | 
had a hard time maintaining the right distance from others 
at first.” 

| had no idea why people screamed and ran away when | 
talked to them. They would cry for help even though | 
wasn’t doing anything, nor did | plan to. 


But after a while, | realized that talking to them was 
wrong. What | needed wasn’t a sense of distance, but actual 
distance from people. There was nothing wrong with the 
way they treated me. What was abnormal was the happy 
first thirteen years of my life. 

“This is the last one,” | said as | took a little pot off the 
fire. 

Inside were softened Arius mushrooms and Cicero beans 
mixed together, bubbling eerily. 

“So what’s with the pig fodder?” Cal asked. “You didn’t 
make a lot.” 

“It’s a special meal filled with my anger and frustration. 
I’m Sure you can guess who I’m feeding it to. Can you call 
Tito here?” 


“Oh, thank goodness. You prepared food for the priest!” 
Tito said as he glanced at the food | made. He looked quite 
happy. 

“| thought | might as well,” | said. “It’s more like leftovers, 
really.” 

“Doctor, how’s the priest doing?” Cal asked. 

“Not bad,” Tito replied, peering into the pot. “He’s fast 
asleep right now. His breathing is normal, and he has no 
fever. Contrary to his appearance, he’s very tough.” 

“Good. | hope we can have a peaceful talk once he wakes 
up, and maybe he’ll agree to help us. Right, Mercenary?” 

“Uh, yeah... | guess.” 

“What's the matter? You don’t sound so sure.” 

“Well, he’s a priest. This might sound weird coming from 
someone who used him to get your cooperation, but even if 
we have the same goal, | doubt he’d want to join forces with 
Beastfallen.” 

“Don’t worry. | don’t expect much from a dying priest 
either. If | can get any information out of him, that would be 
more than enough.” 


“| just hope he doesn’t get in our way. If he makes one 


wrong move...” | shut my mouth. | should not be saying 
disturbing things in front of the doctor looking after the 
priest. 


“You're overthinking things,” Cal said, tapping my 
Shoulder with his fist. “Let’s say the priest goes to the 
enemy’s side. What can he do in that condition? He wouldn’t 
even be able to go down the mountain alone.” 

“You have a point, but | think you’re being too optimistic.” 

“I’m more positive than most people. Otherwise, | 
wouldn’t have invited a suspicious Beastfallen like you into 
the fort.” 

| couldn’t say anything back. Not bothering with any 
further arguments, | lifted the pot that contained our dinner. 

After parting ways with Tito, Cal and | took our food to the 
guest room, where | found Zero already drunk. She was 
probably sulky from being locked out. 

“You took your time, Mercenary!” Zero said. “I grew tired 
of waiting. | despise waiting, and | do not like to be alone. 
Yet you made me wait alone. And you call yourself my 
mercenary?” 

Cal gave a strained laugh. “She’s had quite a lot,” he 
said, tapping on the barrel sitting in the corner of the room. 

| didn’t even have the energy to tell her off. As | set the 
food on the table, Zero reached for a plate and started 
digging in, saying “Scrumptious!” with each bite. 





“You don’t usually drink alcohol, do you?” | asked. “Drink 
moderately, or you might get sick.” 

“Alcohol is not enough to take me down,” Zero said. “Who 
do you think | am?” 

“| have no idea. Who are you again?” | asked wearily. 
Zero’s eyes widened, looking deeply hurt. “S-So cruel! 
Did you forget about me? | am Zero! We met in the woods, 

where you knocked my soup over, SO you made me a 
different one. You do not remember? Did Thirteenth lay a 
curse on you? One that takes your memory away? No, | will 
not let you go! You are mine, Mercenary!” 

“Whoa, there! | was just kidding!” 

“Kidding?” Zero repeated curiously. 

Zero seemed woozy, as if she didn’t understand a word | 
just said. Then all of a sudden, her head dropped and she 
started snoozing. 

No good. She’s completely wasted. 

| couldn’t let her drink another drop, so | took her mug 
away. 

Then Zero suddenly woke up and tried to take the mug 
back from me. “That is mine!” she cried. “Give me back my 
mug!” 

“Forget it. Eat this instead.” | placed a bowl of soup in 
front of Zero. 

Zero loved soup. She instantly lost interest in the liquor 
and happily partook of her food. | kept my eyes on her, 
worried that she might suddenly fall asleep again and slam 
her face into the hot soup. 

“Mercenary’s soup... My soup... | would destroy the world 
for this.” 

“Please don’t.” 

| took a handful of smoked wild boar from my plate and 
started eating. Cal took a seat as well, downing the contents 
of his glass with his beak. Not alcohol, but water. 

“Are you a non-drinker?” | asked. 


“Not really. It’s just that, | flew at night once when | was 
drunk... When | see a light in the distance, | fly towards it, 
even at night. And sure enough, | plummeted down and it 
was a disaster. I’ve cut back on drinking ever since.” 

Oh, yeah. He’s pretty much a walking brittle stick. 

“Flying’s hard, huh?” 

“But there are benefits to it, too. The pleasure of flying 
alone in a clear sky is one | wouldn’t have experienced if | 
wasn’t a hawk Beastfallen. | know this sounds weird, but I’m 
glad | was born a Beastfallen.” 

He was right. It did sound weird. | shot him with the most 
incredulous look | could muster. Feeling proud for being a 
monster was the most notable trait of a Beastfallen who'd 
gone mad. You’d have to be crazy to actually be proud of 
being a monster. 

“There’s no point in looking at the bad things and being 
depressed,” Cal said. “Didn’t the young lady say you were 
beautiful?” 

“That was more like her complimenting my fur. She 
mentioned your feathers too, didn’t she? It doesn’t matter 
what kind. She likes all sorts of Beastfallen.” 

Cal snickered. 

“What's so funny?” | asked. 

“Sorry, but you sound like a moody woman. ‘It doesn’t 
matter who they are. You like all sort of women.'” 

“Those are two different things!” 

“How is it different?” 

| hated how | couldn’t give an answer. 

“See? It’s the same thing. The lady genuinely thinks 
you're beautiful. What’s wrong with that? You’re much 
stronger than humans, and | can fly. Our power and my 
wings are things that no human can obtain no matter how 
much they wished for them. You should be proud of yourself 
a little.” 

“You're one optimistic dude, all right.” 


Breathing a sigh, | turned my gaze to the hallway. | 
thought | heard the sound of a staff tapping on the floor. 
The sick gathered here at Fort Lotus. A lot of people 

would be using canes. Curious, | strained my ears. 


“You should be sleeping, Father. You’re not well 
enough to walk just yet.” 
“I just wanted some fresh air. | can handle my own.” 


“Him again... What’s he up to this time?” | thought about 
it fora moment, and stood up. 

“What's wrong, Mercenary?” 

“I’m gonna go get some fresh air.” 

“The cold is bad for your wounds.” 

| climbed up a set of stairs and stepped out onto one of 
the watchtowers surrounding the fort, where | ran into the 
priest who was out for some fresh air, just like me. 

The night breeze seeped deep into my fur, cooling down 
my warm body. This cold would be poison to a man with no 
fur that had lost a lot of blood. 

Surprised, Tito turned around, while the priest showed no 
reaction. 

“Oh, it’s you,” Tito said, sighing in relief. “I’m used to 
seeing wild beasts, but Beastfallen appearing out of 
nowhere still scares me. So what can | do for you? Is 
someone injured?” 

“No, | just wanted some fresh air, and you happened to 
be here. Though actually, there /s something | wanted to 
talk about.” 

| shot a quick glance at the silent priest, and sat down on 
the crumbling railing of the balcony. 

“Right. Well, then. I’ll go get something to eat. Can you 
look after him for me? Like you said, the cold is bad for his 
wounds. Please bring the bull-headed priest back to his 
room as soon as possible.” 

“T will. I’ll beat him up if | have to.” 


Tito laughed at my joke as he left. | waited until his 
footsteps were gone before speaking. 

“So, what’s up?” | asked outright. The priest didn’t 
answer, but | continued anyway. “Did you finally organize 
your thoughts? You were almost killed by the saint you were 
sworn to protect, rescued by a lowly Beastfallen, and now 
you're in Fort Lotus, the headquarters of the people who 
hate the saint.” 

The priest frowned deeply. For the first time, emotion 
dawned on his expressionless face. He breathed a long, 
weak sigh. 

“You don’t care if a man’s injured and grieving, do you?” 

“Unfortunately, we Beastfallen aren’t really human.” 

My sarcastic remark elicited an irritated tongue click from 
the priest. | thought he would ignore me after that, but then 
to my surprise, he continued. 

“| was outwitted,” he said. “I shouldn’t have come out 
that time. | created an opening, but they got me instead.” 

He was probably talking about the time | was running 
around the city, chased by soldiers. He was right. If he 
didn’t come out to kill me, he wouldn’t have been hit by the 
cannon. 

“Outwitted, eh?” | said. “Very bold of them to attack an 
adjudicator. Must be some gutsy anti-Church fellows. Who 
would want to kill you that badly, and why?” 

“Il don’t know. | stepped out to let you escape, so | have 
no idea who ordered the shot.” 

“What?” 

What did he just say? He came out so we could escape? 
“That attack was carried out by the guards who saw us 
fighting in the backyard. Her Eminence could not stop them, 
as she’s not very good at giving orders. She said you didn’t 
do anything wrong. She was crying. She didn’t want you two 
killed. So | put on an act to get you two out safely. If | fought 
you, the other guards won’t be able to get close... Wait, you 

didn’t realize | was faking it?!” 


“How the hell would | Know?! You were clearly out to kill 
me!” 

“Of course! | was up against a Beastfallen. If | held back, 
I'd get killed!” 

True. Wait, but that means you seriously tried to kill me. 

“Besides, | focused more on evading than attacking. I’m 
certain you could tell that much from my lack of 
aggressiveness.” 

“| had no idea. You were oozing with bloodlust.” 

“You sure are dull for a beast.” 

| still wasn’t convinced, but | didn’t press the issue 
further, or we would be arguing forever. He did, in fact, 
serve as a temporary shield while we were fighting. 

Turning his face to me a little, the priest continued. “The 
situation was this: Someone attempted to assassinate Her 
Eminence, throwing the whole city into chaos. If | went after 
the assassin and died, who do you think would have 
benefited from it?” 

“Il didn’t plan to assassinate anyone...” 

“Facts don’t matter. It’s what the public witnessed. An 
adjudicator from Dea Ignis died protecting a candidate for 
sainthood. Do you know what would happen next?” 

“Hmm... Oh, | see!” 

“Yes.” The priest breathed an irritated sigh. “An 
adjudicator’s martyrdom would have effectively made her a 
saint. My dying to protect her would be synonymous to me 
formally recognizing her as a legitimate emissary of God. 
Once she was an Official saint, no one would doubt her 
anymore. In other words, me going out back then and dying 
would be beneficial to Her Eminence.” 

“You think the saint ordered them to attack us?!” 

From what he said so far, it was Lia who sent the priest. 
She then tried to eliminate us both so she would be 
recognized as a legitimate saint. It made perfect sense. 

“No, | don’t think that at all,” he denied quickly. “You 
should not jump to conclusions. And please don’t shout. My 


wounds are aching.” 

“Anyone would come to that conclusion after what you 
just said.” 

“Did you know? I’m a big liar.” 

His words came out of the blue. Not something you’d 
expect to hear from a priest. His sudden confession left me 
confused for a moment. 

“Wh-Where'’d that come from? No way priests lie. If you 
do, outright declaring it doesn’t sound like a good idea.” 

“Do you know how adjudicators for Dea Ignis are 
selected?” 

“Nope. The Church is too secretive.” 

“Let me rephrase the question, then. What’s the worst 
rumor you've heard about the way they are selected? You 
can give your honest answer. | will not cut you down.” 

“| heard they’re convicts on death row pardoned by the 
Church, but in exchange, they have to do the Church’s dirty 
work.” 

The priest smiled. One more reason for me to hate the 
Church. Ignoring the grim look on my face, the priest 
continued. 

“These convicts picked up from the brink of death are 
given titles called Sins and undergo intense training. As | 
mentioned before, my Sin is “Secrecy.” In other words, I’m 
an adjudicator whose specialty is lying. | am actually a non- 
combatant. | mainly do covert operations, and | often don’t 
dress up as a priest.” 

This guy Is a non-combatant? How strong are combatant 
adjudicators, then? 

Imagining it made me feel depressed. 

“Are you sure you should be telling me all this?” | asked. 

“It’s fine. I’m lying,” he said. “Did you believe me? How 
simple-minded.” 

My head started to hurt. It made more sense if it was a 
lie, yet it also felt like he was telling the truth. 


“What I’m saying is, liars can tell who are gullible. And 
Her Eminence, Lady Faelia, clearly looks like the gullible 
type. People can easily take advantage of her.” 

“| suppose that’s true.” 

| hate to say it, but “please exploit me” was written all 
over Faelia’s face. 

“Gullible people don’t know how lies work. There is no 
way she could deceive and exploit so many people like this. 
That’s why | believe she is a virtuous saint with miraculous 
powers. She can’t be a witch.” 

The priest would not call Lia a witch even if she was 
Suspicious, even if people died around her, or an attempt 
was made on his life, as long as she was virtuous. Whether 
someone used Magic or Sorcery did not matter. The 
adjudicator judged her solely based on her morality. 

“But as you can see in this fort, there are definitely 
victims, and their number will keep on increasing,” | said. 
“You can’t just ignore that, can you? Or do you think it 
wasn’t the saint who made them sick?” 

“| have no intention of ignoring what’s happening. It’s 
also hard to believe that it’s not Her Eminence causing this. 
Miracles come with sacrifices, so | don’t find this situation 
Surprising at all. However, there are too many victims this 
time. There is no doubt that there is someone pulling the 
strings from behind the scenes. Someone using Her 
Eminence’s miracles to oppress the masses.” 

“Think about it.” The priest waved his arm. “The reason 
why the damage has spread so far is because their plan is 
complete. To identify the plotter, | extended my arbitration 
and did some investigation around Her Eminence, but they 
beat me to the punch. This is my fault.” He looked up at the 
moon. 

“If | were to return to the Holy City now, | would be 
assassinated by the mastermind. That said, if | returned to 
the Church, the higher-ups will deem Her Eminence to be a 
witch for causing harm to an adjudicator. No matter what | 


say, the Church will not forgive anyone who harms its God- 
given authority. Her Eminence will be executed and the 
person pulling the strings will go free.” 

| almost burst into laughter. “We share the same goal, 
then, Father. We, too, are interested in whoever’s behind 
this whole mess. | assume we have your cooperation?” 

“As much as | despise working with Beastfallen, sacred 
work takes precedence over everything else. I, personally, 
would not want that harmless woman to be executed either. 
So...” He heaved a sigh. “Could you please put that sword 
away? Can’t you Beastfallen converse normally? You might 
think | can’t see, but I can still sense what’s going on in my 
Surroundings. You also accuse me of being a murderer.” He 
sounded exasperated. 

| lowered the hand resting on the hilt of my sword. “I’m a 
mercenary. | don’t give a damn about civility. If you return to 
the Holy City or the Church, there’s risk of you leaking 
information about us. | can’t just let you, in that case. But 
we mercenaries welcome anyone if they’re an asset.” 

“My. | appreciate the warm welcome, then.” 

“Il know it’s a little late for introductions, but would you 
honor me with your name, Father?” 

“Indeed. It’s a little late for that. | have no name.” 

“Really?” 

The priest spun his staff around to the back of his neck, 
hooking his arms around it and looking up at the sky. 

“lam an adjudicator from Dea Ignis, given the name of 
Secrecy. That is what they call me in the Church.” 

“| thought you were lying about that.” 

“That part is true.” 

“Kay,” 

It’s true that he was incredibly stealthy, but calling him 
with some weird name was something | could not 
understand. 

“You haven't introduced yourself, either,” he said. “You 
have no right to complain.” 


“I’m not complaining.” 

“Il know. I’m simply telling you in advance.” 

That so? | turned around to leave when the priest called 
to me, as though he just remembered something. 

“Thank you for the food. It had a peculiar taste to it, and 
to be honest, pig fodder would have been better, but Doctor 
Tito was impressed. He said all the ingredients were good 
for injuries.” 

“| see. | had no idea. | just stewed some random beans 
and mushrooms | found in the area.” 

“Genuine question: Do you honestly think you’re cool 
right now? Pretending to be the bad guy and then feeling 
good about it is only acceptable until you’re fifteen.” 

“| now regret not mixing in some poisonous mushrooms 
in the stew,” | said. “As a matter of fact, | simply cooked 
what ingredients | had on hand. You don’t need to thank me 
for it.” 

“Whether | express my gratitude or not is for me to 
decide.” 

What a hardcore egoist. Not really surprising coming from 
his mouth. 

“Well, | don’t really care. Just get inside before you catch 
a cold.” 

| left the watchtower. 


When | returned to our room, | found the proud Murky 
Darkness Witch lying on the table, completely drunk. There 
were plates scattered all around her. Her mug lay on the 
floor, its contents spilled. 

“Looks like a disaster,” | muttered in disbelief. 

Cal was rubbing Zero’s back and giving her water. He 
gave a shrug. “I’ve been telling her to go to bed, but she 
wouldn’t listen. She said she’s not sleeping without you. 
What kind of relationship do you have exactly?” 

“A bed and its owner. It’s gonna be a cold night, so she 
wants my fur.” | poked Zero’s cheek with the tip of my claw. 


“Hey, Witch. Wake up.” 

Groaning, Zero opened her bleary eyes and stuck both 
arms out. She seemed to be saying “Carry me.” | picked her 
up, and she curled up in my arms. A second later she was 
sleeping comfortably. 

“She likes all sorts of Beastfallen, huh?” Cal said. “Il doubt 
she'd like my feathers that much.” 

“She’s more like a kid who wants to sleep on a familiar 
bed.” 

“So you're just gonna keep denying it. That’s fine. We’ve 
prepared a bed for you next to the priest’s room. We meet 
in this room tomorrow at sunrise to discuss future plans.” 

After thanking the guy, | carried Zero to her room. 
However, when | tried to tuck her into bed, she refused to 
let go of my neck. 

“Let me go,” | said. 

“No. This is mine!” 

“No, it’s not! | own myself!” 

She clung tighter the more | tried to pull away, so | gave 
up, and sat down on the bed with Zero in my arms. 
Seemingly satisfied, she rubbed her cheek against my neck. 

I’m really just a pet to her, huh? 

As aman, it made me feel miserable, but if | told Zero, 
she’d probably just give me a confused look. 

“Still better than being scared of me, | guess.” 

Not that she needed to be scared of a coward like me 
who couldn’t do anything in this situation. 

For a while, | wondered what to do, then before | knew it, 
| fell asleep on the same bed with Zero. 


The next morning, Cal woke us up then gathered us in 
one room together with the priest. 

“It’s too early,” | mumbled. 

“Birds are up early,” Cal said without a trace of guilt. 
“Besides, you're apparently the only one who’s not a 
morning person.” He glanced at the priest. 


“We usually start our activities with the sunrise bell,” the 
priest replied snarkily. 

So just because we’re working together temporarily 
doesn’t mean he'll stop acting like a dickhead. | knew that 
already, of course. 

Zero, on the other hand, wasn’t even hungover. In fact, 
she looked completely fine, as if she wasn’t drunk at all last 
night. 

“l like to sleep, but | can stay up for three days straight if 
| put my mind to it,” she said. 

She didn’t seem to mind waking up early either. Not only 
that, she was already munching on a fruit that Cal gave her. 

| raised my hands as a sign of surrender. Then | felt a tap 
on my shoulder. 

“It’s fine. I’m sleepy too,” Tito said, flashing a gentle 
smile. 

It was somewhat ironic that the only person to take my 
side was an ordinary human being. 

“Now, then. Let us begin,” Cal started in a cheerful tone. 
“Once again, welcome to Fort Lotus. Mercenary, Zero, and 
Father.” 

“Before you go on, being too familiar with you people is 
not part of my plan,” the priest said sharply. 

“| don’t mind,” Cal replied with a broad smile. “I’m not 
really a fan of priests, either.” 

Apparently the priest treated all Beastfallen with the 
Same stern attitude. 

“In fact, things would go smoothly if we hate each other. 
What ties us together is a common goal. As long as it 
doesn’t fall apart, we can trust each other.” 

Cal proceeded to cite our objectives. 

Cal’s goal was to enlist the saint’s help to fix the 
healthcare of this country. Our goal was to find whoever was 
controlling the saint and stop the spread of Magic. The 
priest’s goal was to free the saint from the mastermind 


behind the current crisis and give a formal judgement on 
the saint’s status. 

All our goals shared the same prerequisite: meeting Lia. 
Due to the assassination attempt, it was unlikely that Lia 
would be able to get out of the Holy City, so we’d have to go 
get her. 

It all came down to one question: How do we get her 
exactly? 

Cal sighed. “The problem is, it’s only a matter of time 
before that woman is officially recognized as a saint 
because of the priest’s supposed death. A saint who is 
officially recognized by the Church will have tremendous 
authority. Turning on a saint is the same as turning on the 
Church. She will be on a whole different level than a 
provisional saint.” 

“But are we not already prepared to fight the Church?” 
Zero cut in. “I do not think the saint’s official status will 
change anything.” 

“It will change everything, young lady,” the priest said 
bitterly. “We are gathered here because in the worst case 
scenario, we might have to kill Her Eminence. And the 
reason for that is: the lives of many matter more than her 
own. You understand this, yes?” 

Zero nodded. “By worst case scenario, you mean the 
saint deciding to continue using her miracles haphazardly, 
therefore taking the lives of many people, correct? Then it 
makes sense to save many lives while sacrificing only one.” 

“But if she is officially recognized as a saint, the values 
will be reversed. The life of one saint will be more important 
than the lives of many others.” 

“What do you mean by that?” Zero asked. 

The priest hesitated, so | took over. “In other words, if we 
kill the saint, the guards who failed to protect her and the 
people in the city who allowed the perpetrators to enter the 
city will be just as guilty. They will be executed.” 


Zero blinked repeatedly. Under her hood, her mouth hung 
open in disbelief, then curved into a smile. 

“You are teasing me,” she said. “You can not deceive me, 
Mercenary. Such twisted logic would not be recognized.” 

“I think it’s twisted too, but that’s just how the Church 
works. Am | right, Father?” 

“That is the will of God. Those bestowed exceptional love 
by God must be protected at all costs.” 

“Will of God? How foolish.” Zero scoffed. “Five hundred 
years since the Church exterminated witches and 
established dominion of the world and this is the solution 
they came up with to attain peace? The lives of many do not 
matter?” 

“Enough,” | said. It looked like she was about to say 
more, so | shut her up. “This isn’t the time to discuss 
politics, and telling the priest all that won’t really change 
anything.” 

Seeing Zero and the priest silent, Cal continued the 
discussion. “So yeah, we don’t have a lot of time to waste. 
Since the bridge is down, it'll probably take at least seven 
days before news of the priest’s death reaches the Church. 
If we include yesterday, that means we have six days left. 
We have to end it before then.” 

“But what do we do exactly?” the priest asked. “Don’t tell 
me you're going to use a rope to go down the cliff and enter 
the Holy City from the lake.” 

“No. I’m not that stupid. We can’t get a boat ready, and 
even if we could, we would have to carry it to the city, lower 
it to the lake, then someone has to get down and board it. 
That is plenty of time for guards to spot us.” 

“Can we not swim across the lake?” Zero asked. 

“| don’t think that’s a good idea,” the priest answered. 
They set the political discussion aside for now, reminding 
themselves that they needed to work together. “A species of 
huge fish called Fulgol lives in the lake. It’s edible, but 


ferocious. | heard someone foolish enough to take a dive 
had his foot torn to shreds.” 

Akdios was originally built for a king to hole up in. There 
would be measures put in place against infiltration through 
the lake. 

| let out a groan. “The bridge is down, we can’t get in 
from the lake, Cal can’t enter from the skies. We’re basically 
out of options.” 

“Come on, now. Let me finish,” Cal said, his voice bright. 
“Akdios was a king’s safe haven, but there’s no point if he 
can’t get out. So what I’m saying is—” 

“There’s a secret passage that leads outside?!” 

The Beastfallen nodded firmly. “I’m not completely sure, 
though. | haven’t actually seen the passage, but | know 
someone who knows about it.” 

“That is odd,” the priest said. “If there was such a 
passage, why hadn’t you used it before? It’s perfect for 
abducting the saint.” 

“It’s not that we didn’t. We couldn’t.” 

“You couldn't?” | said. 

“The reason’s simple. It’s too dangerous.” 

The priest frowned. “And you’re going to make us, people 
you've only met yesterday, travel that dangerous path?” 

“Is there a problem?” Cal asked. 

That’s an ex-mercenary for you, | thought. No hesitation 
in using others as pawns. 

“| would not call ita problem,” Zero said, tapping the 
table with her finger. “But | find it vexing.” There wasn’t a 
hint of emotion in her voice or expression, but that only 
made her irritation clear. 

| let out a sigh. “So we have no other choice but to use 
the secret passage, right? Just tell us what kind of a passage 
it is.” 

Cal opened his wings a little and closed them. “I’m glad 
to have a mercenary in this discussion. It’s actually only 


dangerous for me. Apparently the entrance to the passage 
is out in the sea.” 

“Ah, | understand now. ” Zero said. “You cannot swim, can 
you?” 

“Worse,” Cal said in a pensive tone. “My feathers suck up 
water, causing me to sink. | drown even in shallow rivers. If | 
fall into the sea, I’m dead.” 

| felt more and more sorry for Cal. They say God doesn’t 
give more than one gift, but he got it worse. God took a lot 
from him for his ability to fly. 

“Based on how this conversation is going, heading to the 
secret passage will be my job,” | said. 

“Exactly. You don’t need the doctor to tell you that the 
priest can’t do anything strenuous at the moment.” 

“He’s right,” Tito nodded firmly. “Honestly, I’m surprised 
he’s able to move this much. I’m glad we have a sensible 
leader.” 

“But it doesn’t mean he’s not doing anything. I'll have a 
task for him. Oh, and you too, doc.” 

“Wait, me too?” Tito’s eyes widened. 

“In any case,” Cal continued, ignoring Tito. “You have to 
do your task first, or we’re not gonna get anywhere. | want 
you to leave the fort immediately and head to Ideaverna. 
Our helper will lead you to the passage.” 

“Ideaverna?! You can get a fast carriage and make it run 
at full soeed and it’ll still take three days to get there! 
There’s no way we can make it in time!” 

The last time we rode a large carriage, it took four days 
to travel from Ideaverna to Akdios. This time we had to start 
by finding a carriage. 

There didn’t seem to be any carriages in the fort. | 
doubted they had horses to begin with. 

“Three days if you use the normal roads.” Cal unfolded a 
map on the table. “This is a map that was used here a 
hundred years ago. It shows a supply route that leads from 
Fort Lotus to Ideaverna. As you can see, the distance is 


much shorter than the main roads. | checked some old logs 
and found records of soldiers taking only three days to 
travel on foot from Ideaverna during times of emergency.” 

Zero made some calculations in her head and nodded. 
“Mercenary would take around two days,” she said. 

“That’s easier said than done!” | barked. 

“| can correct myself if that is too much.” 

“Fine, Okay?! You’re right!” | cried in desperation. “I can 
get there in two days if | run at full soeed without taking 
breaks!” 

“That’s reassuring,” Cal said. 

“Damn it. You guys think you can say whatever you want 
just because I’m not human, huh? So who’s this helper, and 
why does he know about this secret passage?” 

“I can’t give you the details. Just go to the designated 
place at the designated time and they will make contact 
with you. | sent a carrier pigeon earlier to inform him of the 
situation beforehand. | also told them to carry something 
that symbolizes a ship as a Sign.” 

“No offense, but this all sounds extremely dodgy.” 

“| know, so you just have to believe me. Do you want me 
to cut off one of my fingers as proof that I’m telling the 
truth?” 

“There’s no point in that. | know plenty of guys who 
would chop off their fingers to convince others of their lies.” 
“That’s great, then. | won’t have to cut off my fingers.” 

He was as optimistic as usual. When he was sure | wasn’t 
going to say any more, he rolled up the map and handed it 
to me. 

“It’s been a hundred years, so the forest has reclaimed 
most of the supply route, but | made some marks last time | 
passed through. | also wrote down the current condition of 
the route, so you should be able to get to Ideaverna just 
fine.” 

“What happens after we arrive?” 


“Follow the instructions of the helper. That map will be 
proof that you’re a friend of mine, so make sure you don’t 
lose it, okay?” 

“What about you guys? Don’t tell me you’re just gonna be 
on standby here at the fort.” 

“If only.” Cal laughed. “We’ll create a diversion. We'll 
pretend to attack the Holy City with Talba and the others, 
and then retreat immediately. They should be on edge after 
the assassination attempt. They will send a considerable 
number of people to pursue us.” 

“And that will lessen security in the city...” 

“| sure hope so.” Cal tapped me lightly on the shoulder. 
“We're counting on you.” 

With that, | left Fort Lotus together with Zero. 


Interlude: Sacrifice 


Clear skies hovered over Ideaverna, the warm light from 
the sun bathing the port city. 

People were energetic, living their lives to the fullest. 

To live. Yes, living was everything. Everyone held their 
lives dear, and the lives of their families. 

Unknown diseases came with the ships to the port city. It 
wasn’t unusual for a thousand people to die even when a 
hundred great doctors were available. 

For these people, the saint who could heal any illness was 
heaven-sent. 

After losing someone important to him, he finally realized 
what he was fighting against. He knew what awaited him. 

He made light of the situation. He thought he was strong, 
smart, bold, and righteous. He thought that if he followed 
what he thought was the right path, he could defeat 
anyone. 

But in the face of the immense power that was the “will 
of the people,” he was just a piece of wood riding on the 
waves. He underestimated the person who had gained the 
support of the masses. 

He’d had enough. He would not allow any more sacrifices 
to be made. 

“Forgive me... I’m a fool.” 

He knelt down and placed a new wreath of flowers on the 
tombstone already filled with garlands. No one had probably 
seen the great and famous Lord Torres look so small. 

He could express his regret all he wanted, but the girl 
was no longer in this world. 

“I’m sorry, Parcell.” 

And yet, he apologized still. 


Torres rose to his feet decisively. In his hand was a letter. 
Who sent it and what its contents were, only he knew. 





Chapter 10: Canal of Return 


Cal called it a supply route, but it was really more like the 
battered remains of a road from a hundred years ago. 

It was probably a fine road that carriages could use back 
then, but the bricks had now crumbled to pieces. With all 
the tree roots and grass, it was difficult to find any trace of 
the road left. We would have been lost by now if not for the 
landmarks Cal had scribbled on the map. 

Spotting the road in the woods would be difficult come 
nighttime, increasing the chances of us getting lost. | 
wanted to cover a significant distance before the darkness 
of the night hindered any progress, so I’d been running non- 
stop since leaving Fort Lotus with Zero on my shoulders. 

Normally | would prepare camp before night fell, but 
tonight | didn’t even make a fire. | simply wrapped myself in 
my cloak and slept. 

The first day was over. As | was lying on the ground, 
completely exhausted, Zero suddenly talked. 

“| was a little surprised,” she said. 

“What?” 

Stuffing herself on a simple meal of bread and dried 
meat, Zero leaned back against my body, her gaze resting 
on the moon. 

“You trusted that Hawk quite easily. You are taking a 
considerable amount of risk this time.” 

“It’s not that | trust him. We need to get to the Holy City 
anyway. No matter the risks, we have to do this. There’s no 
other choice. And he knows that. He knows he can use me.” 

We were both Beastfallen and mercenaries. We agreed to 
the proposition of others, keeping in mind the possibility 


that we were being deceived. We knew how to weigh the 
risks and acted accordingly. 

“So you do not mind being deceived?” 

“| can’t say that | don’t. I’ll definitely be pissed if 
someone tricked me, and if | somehow survived, | might 
even plot to get my revenge. I’m just not stupid enough to 
believe that people won’t deceive me.” 

“! do not understand... Is that how mercenaries operate?” 

“Hmm... Deceit is common in the world of mercenaries. 
It’s not so much that we’re working together as we’re using 
each other. As long as we have the same goal, we won’t 
betray the other, but if someone else offers better terms, 
we’ll easily double-cross. It’s just common practice for us.” 

Nodding indifferently, Zero snuck into my cloak. | did not 
even resist. In fact, | subconsciously made some space for 
her. 

“Hey, Mercenary. Let us talk about trivial matters.” 

“Where'd that come from? Depends on how trivial it is. 
I’m kinda bushed right now.” 

“Hmm... Do you remember when | felt jealous of the 
saint?” 

“That sounds trivial, all right.” | snickered. 

Zero rolled over into my arms, then turned her back to 
me. With her hood over her head, | couldn’t see her 
expression. “Were you jealous of the governor of Ideaverna 
or the hawk Beastfallen when | complimented his feathers?” 

“Nope. That’s stupid.” 

“Why not?” Zero asked, frustrated. 

| had no idea. | didn’t even know how to be jealous in the 
first place. Perhaps in the back of mind, | thought it would 
be presumptuous to even feel jealous. 

“Hmm, | think it’s because there’s no point in being 
jealous. My opinion can’t influence your thoughts. 
Mercenaries don’t like wasting time and effort.” 

“So you're saying that you will not object if | suddenly 
hired someone else to be my bodyguard?” 


“| won't complain, so long as | received the promised 
payment. I’m a mercenary, after all. Though I'd be pissed if 
someone weaker than me was paid better.” 

“| knew it,” Zero whispered, as though she finally 
understood something. 

| lowered my gaze, and she turned her head around. 

“In other words, you do not trust me either. You do not 
expect anything from me, so betrayal does not bother you.” 

“Yeah, perhaps.” 

| couldn’t deny what she said. / think she’s right. 

“Do you remember what | told you a while ago? | will not 
ask you to trust me. | will protect you on my own accord.” 

“| remember, yes.” 

“That has not changed. Whether you like me or not, 
whether you believe in me or not, does not matter. | like 
you, and | will never betray you. What | am saying is...” 

“What?” 

“1 do not like a// sorts of Beastfallen.” 

Suddenly all the hair in my body stood in embarrassment. 

“Y-You were listening back then! You were dead drunk!” 

“| was, but apparently my memories remain.” Zero 
chuckled. She probably found my reaction amusing. 

“If a wonderful Beastfallen who is stronger and more 
beautiful than you, someone who is obedient and adores 
me, offered to protect me, | would surely refuse. If you 
abandoned me, | would be so depressed that | would 
struggle to find a replacement. But in the end, | will never 
find one. There are plenty of mercenaries around, but there 
is only one you in this world. And | find it sweet.” 

“I-| keep telling you not to say such embarrassing stuff!” 

“| will. | will say it again and again.” 

Zero turned over and buried her face into my chest. 

“| wish to be special to you, just as you are special to 
me,” she said. “If | keep treating you as someone special, 
perhaps one day you will think of me the same way. | do not 


care if you get upset. | will keep on telling you that | like 
you.” 

“Stop it! | already—” 

| shut my mouth. Having this kind of conversation was 
just not me. And | didn’t have to explicitly say anything. She 
should already know. 

“Mercenary? Why are you quiet?” 

| grabbed Zero’s hood and pulled it down as hard as | 
could. 

“Ow! Wh-What are you doing?!” 

“Shut up! This stupid conversation is over! We’re moving 
again as soon as the sun rises, so get some sleep while you 
can.” 

| closed my eyes firmly. Zero grumbled for a while, but | 
ignored her completely. 


Like | said, we left early the next morning. We had five 
days at most before the Church proclaimed Lia as a saint. 
There was no time to waste. Even after running for a whole 
day, we were barely halfway to Ideaverna. After getting in 
touch with our helper, we would have to head to Akdios 
next. 

Will we actually make it? No, there’s no point in thinking 
about what will happen if we don’t make it in time. | just 
have to run as fast as | can. 

The century-old supply route was in a horrible state, but 
fortunately there were no steep cliffs or large rivers to slow 
down our progress. There was a small spring where we 
stopped once in the late afternoon to rest and rehydrate. 

According to the map, arriving at the spring meant we 
had covered two-thirds of the journey. There was only a 
third of the distance left to go. | was beginning to see a 
glimmer of hope. 

However, days in the forest were short, and it would be 
nighttime soon. While | could see at night, my speed would 
definitely still drop during dark. 


We had to decide whether we should camp for the night 
and rest or continue running through the night. 

“Wh-What was that?!” 

Sensing hostility, | stopped in my tracks. An arrow hissed 
through the air and barely hit my toe. Then more arrows 
rained down on us. Covering Zero, | rolled to the ground and 
dove into the nearby bushes. 

Explosives were thrown into the bushes to cut off our 
escape route. | turned pale. As | rolled out into the open 
again, the blast hit me from behind. | bent down to protect 
Zero from the stones and pieces of wood. 

| froze as | felt a sharp object—the tip of a sword, most 
likely—thrust at the back of my neck. 

There were more than ten of them, and they were lying in 
wait to ambush us. 

“Check their things!” the man holding a sword to my 
nape ordered. 

A different guy snatched my bag away. | thought they 
were bandits, but judging from their attire, that did not 
seem to be the case. They wore matching cloaks with the 
same crests. Iron armor. Ornamented swords. They looked 
more like knights than bandits. 

Zero stirred. “Mercenary, what is happening—” 

“Don’t move!” | pinned her down. “Just stay put.” 

If they were really knights, then it would be better to stay 
still. If we resisted and killed them all, they would chase us 
endlessly until they got their revenge. 

Checking our stuff meant they were searching for some 
evidence of a crime. Maybe there was a robbery around 
here. They set up a perimeter along the supply route, and 
we jumped right into it. 

Go on. Check my bag all you want. You’re not gonna find 
anything. 

“Found it! A map of the supply route!” 

| was shocked. | tried to look up, but the tip of the sword 
dug into my neck, and | quickly got down again. 


A map of the supply route? Why would knights be looking 
for it? How do they even know | had it?! 

“There’s no doubt about it. This is the leader of Fort 
Lotus!” 

At that moment, everything clicked. When Cal handed the 
map to me, he said it would serve as proof that | was a 
friend of his. He sent a carrier pigeon as well. Cal never 
once mentioned who he sent the message to or what the 
message said. 

Maybe he wrote something like, “The head of Fort Lotus is 
heading to Ideaverna to ask for help in the saint’s 
assassination. Wait for him.” 

Doing that would divert attention away from the fort, 
making it easier for them to move. It all made perfect sense. 

Perhaps rumors had already spread that the leader of Fort 
Lotus was a Beastfallen. Then Cal met me, a fellow 
Beastfallen—the perfect guy to frame. 

| couldn’t help but laugh. Damn it. 

“| didn’t expect him to deceive me.” 


| had been a mercenary for years, spending my life in the 
crevice between life and death. It would take more than 
being deceived and used as bait to make me panic. 

What do | do? 

| already knew. | rolled to the ground to distance myself 
from the sword, pulled out my knife, and held it against 
Zero’s neck. 

“What—” 

| pressed the knife to Zero’s neck and shut her mouth 
before she could say more. 

| had to make them think that Zero was not my employer. 
That she was simply a helpless woman | kidnapped. Then 
she might live. 

A few knights attempted to go after me. 

“Don’t move! If you do, this woman’s dead.” 

Suddenly they froze on the spot. 


“Don’t bother,” a knight said. 

“Lord Torres of Ideaverna has issued an order to capture 
the leader of Fort Lotus. Wherever you go, you can not 
escape!” 

The governor of Ideaverna? 

| glanced at the crest on their cloaks. Upon a closer look, 
it was an emblem in the shape of a wave and a ship, the 
same symbol | saw in Ideaverna’s castle. 

“| thought the governor of Ideaverna didn’t like the saint. 
Why is he making enemies with the fort now?” 

“That is nothing but baseless gossip. Lord Torres believes 
in Her Eminence and her ability to save the people from an 
unknown disease! | suggest you surrender.” 

| had no intention to do that. Regardless of what his 
official stance was, Torres clearly despised Lia. Cal’s 
betrayal meant we no longer had a way to get to Akdios. 

It’s all or nothing. My only choice was to bet on Torres—a 
risky gamble that could get me executed. Otherwise, | would 
have to tear these knights to pieces, ignore the problem in 
Cleon, and run away. 

But if | had to turn tail, | would do it after | lost the 
gamble. 

“All right.” | pulled my knife away from Zero’s neck and 
pushed her toward the knight. 

“Arrest me. You want me alive to extract information 
about Fort Lotus, right? Take me to the governor’s place and 
torture me or something.” 

| did not give Zero a chance to speak. If | kept holding 
Zero hostage, the knights would have no choice but to take 
me down for their honor. So | needed to lay down my 
weapon and surrender. | wasn’t completely unarmed 
anyway. | still had my fangs and claws. 

| knelt down quietly, and the knights put metal shackles 
on both my arms. Zero probably realized my plan as well. 
She watched me anxiously, not saying anything. 


“Treat that woman nicely, okay?” | said. “She’s the 
governor’s guest.” 

Normally people wouldn’t believe such a bold claim, but 
Zero possessed extraordinary beauty and a proud and 
elegant aura to her. If she said she was a royal guest, 
people would believe her. 

From here on out, it was up to her. Go and win the 
governor over, Murky Darkness Witch. 

And just as planned, Zero was temporarily treated as a 
guest. She rode in the knight’s carriage, while | was thrown 
into a cage. 

The inside of the iron bars bore countless spikes, and 
there were wheels on the underside of the cage so a horse 
could pull it. Frankly, it looked like a cage to put ferocious 
beasts in as a spectacle. 

| knew | chose this myself, but | couldn’t help but heave a 
sigh at the depressing state | was in. | saw Zero peeked 
through a small window of the carriage, and | wagged my 
tail a little to inform her | was fine. 

A moment later, the cage was covered by a black cloth 
and then pulled by a horse. 

“We need to be back to the castle by dawn. Lights on!” 
one knight ordered. “I will return to Ideaverna first to give 
my report to Lord Torres.” 

| felt relieved. If they were going to take us to Ideaverna 
without me spending any effort, then it was worth getting 
caught. 


It was dark inside the cloth-covered cage, and | was fast 
asleep from the exhaustion. Even if | was awake, there was 
nothing | could do anyway. | needed to rest so | could be 
ready to escape if Zero failed to win the governor over. 

| had been sleeping soundly in the rickety cage, banging 
my head against the thorny iron bars, when the smell of the 
sea woke me up. 


The city was close. No. | could hear the waves, so maybe 
we were in the city already. The thick cloth blocked the light 
from the sun, but from the sound of people stirring outside, 
it was probably early morning. 

We had arrived in Ideaverna earlier than planned while | 
was asleep. For a while the carriages drove along a paved 
road then split into two groups. The carriage carrying Zero 
was moving away, while the cage | was in headed towards 
the direction of the waves—the harbor, most likely. 

The cage climbed a steep incline, then stopped. | peeked 
through a gap in the cloth to find the cage on a wooden 
platform placed high above the ground. A stage perhaps? | 
could sense a lot of people watching from afar, so it 
probably was. 

Something was not quite right, however. This was clearly 
different from the standard procedure of arresting criminals 
that | knew of. 

Why wasn’t anyone coming to inspect me? | would expect 
them to come extract information about Fort Lotus, and 
writing down my charges was also necessary. 

It was common to expose criminals to the public until 
preparations were done, but they would have removed the 
cloth before we entered town and let people throw rocks or 
rotten vegetables at me. Were they worried about people 
getting too close to a Beastfallen? 

Straining my ears, | heard the buzzing of people’s voices 
mixed in with the sound of the waves. The voices were 
distant, low, and too many, that | could only hear bits of 
what they were saying. Something about Fort Lotus and its 
leader—topics that were all related to me. The rest were 
trivial matters and random chattering and gossip about the 
saint and the governor. | also heard something about an 
execution. 

The bad feeling in my gut made my fur bristle, and a 
shiver ran down my spine. Then with impeccable timing, | 


heard the sounds of multiple footsteps approaching. My 
heartbeat quickened. 

The footsteps stopped near the cage. Some of them 
grabbed the cloth covering the cage, and then... 

“Ladies and gentlemen!” a man exclaimed. “Inside here 
is the leader of the bandits gathered at Fort Lotus! They 
robbed merchants, hurt innocent children, and sowed fear 
and chaos among the masses! And for their gravest crime, 
they harmed the Saint herself! The Governor of Ideaverna 
ordered us to capture them. Now behold its corrupted 
form!” They pulled the cloth away. 

Bright light flooded my vision, turning it completely white. 
An ear-splitting shout rocked the air. | closed both my ears 
and curled up. My hands were restrained, so | couldn’t cover 
my ears directly. Countless voices threatened to rip my 
eardrums to shreds. 

“Kill him!” they cried. 

| didn’t have to think to know that those words were 
directed at me. Soon enough my eyes began adjusting to 
the sunlight, allowing me to see my Surroundings a little. 

As | guessed, the cage was resting on a wooden platform. 
The platform itself was on top of a cliff facing the sea. 
People flocked to the area, shouting, “Kill him!” 

Overwhelmed by their animosity, | retreated a little, 
slamming my back against the thorns on the iron bars. | 
turned around and realized the situation | was in. 

This wasn’t a stage. The cage was on a platform jutting 
out of the land and into the open air. If the floorboards 
opened, the cage would fall down to sea. 

“You've gotta be kidding me...” 

It was a public execution. 

“This is ridiculous! A straight execution with no trial?! | 
know human laws don’t exactly apply to Beastfallen, but 
this is too far!” 

Even witches were given trial. | had not heard of anyone 
being captured and then publicly executed immediately. But 


this overwhelming enthusiasm was the kind you would see 
right before an execution. 

“Lately, baseless rumors have been circulating in 
Ideaverna about how Lord Torres despises the saint. But fear 
not! That rumor, too, is just another foolish plot by thieves 
to defile his honor and faith! Our great ruler is willing to 
offer any assistance to Her Eminence!” 

“Wait!” | shouted at the officer. | knew it was pointless, 
but | couldn’t help it. “Let me talk to the governor first! He 
should know this was all a misunderstanding! What did you 
do to the woman? Tell me you let her meet the governor. 
Don’t tell me you’re going to execute her too!” 

As though ignoring the incomprehensible cries of a beast, 
the official raised his arm, then brought it down without 
hesitation, signaling the start of the execution. 

“Let the execution begin! Drop the cage!” 

The next instant, the cage was tossed into the sea, with 
me inside. The cage sank deep then rose to the surface, 
churned by the waves. Clinging to the iron bars, | stuck my 
face out, shaking my head in an effort to keep the water 
away. 

Before | could catch my breath, the waves swallowed me 
up again. | choked as seawater entered my lungs. The 
current was terribly fast, tossing me about inside the cage. 
My body slammed against the thorny bars. 

Am | gonna die? No fucking way! 

| wanted to scream out, but a huge wave was looming in 
front of me. | braced myself. Swallowed by the wave, the 
cage sunk. 

My vision turned dark for a moment. Water entered my 
nose and ears, causing horrible pain, and seawater flowed 
into my lungs as | gasped for air. But just as | was about to 
give up, by some miracle, the cage floated back to the 
Surface again. | coughed out water and took a deep breath. 

“What is up with this cage?!” 


It would not sink. It kept opposing the waves threatening 
to bring it down to the bottom. As the torrent swept it along 
the cliff, the cage was sucked into a dark cave. 

A great impact rocked the cage, and it stopped moving. 
Before | even realized that it was caught in something, the 
door of the cage suddenly opened and threw me out. | 
thought | was going to sink into the bottom of the sea, but 
contrary to expectations, | landed on a solid rock. 

No. It wasn’t a rock, but a man-made pavement. 

“Wh-What the...” 

Hell is going on?! 

My oxygen-deprived brain could not think straight. | lifted 
my body up and surveyed the surroundings, trying to figure 
out what was going on. 

| was in a dark cave. As soon as | noticed the light 
flickering in the darkness, a boisterous laughter and 
applause echoed through the cave. 

“Marvelous! Simply marvelous! You drifted wonderfully 
here. It’s the first time I’ve used it, and the results are 
splendid. Criminals can survive! What a great contraption!” 

“What?!” 

A man stepped out of the darkness. 

The first thing | saw was a pair of polished leather boots 
and a gaudy maroon vest. One look and | could tell the vest 
was of fine quality. He was as tall as | was, with a sturdy 
build, but the streaks of gray on his mustache painted him 
as rather old. 

| Knew him. 

“Don’t you think so too, Mister Fluffy?” 

And apparently, he knew me too. 


“Although you are not in the least bit fluffy at the 
moment. You’re completely drenched and you look awful!” 

Laughing, he raised his lantern and approached me. 

On his shiny golden ring was the emblem of Ideaverna—a 
ship and wave design. | already knew who it was before | 


even saw his face. 

The biggest clue was his arrogant, yet somehow fine 
manner of speaking. | didn’t even try to remember his 
name. It simply came to mind naturally. 

“The governor of Ideaverna, Torres Nada Gadio!” 

“I’m not one to care about trivial matters, but | don’t 
mind you addressing me as Lord Torres, Mercenary.” His 
expression hardened. “In fact, | think addressing me as such 
iS appropriate.” 

“Mercenary! You are unharmed!” Pushing the man aside, 
Zero Jumped into my arms. 

| relaxed for the first time. Thank goodness you're alive. 

“Does it look like I’m unharmed?” | said. “I was publicly 
executed without a trial, and then somehow washed up ina 
mysterious cave.” 

“If you have the energy to make jokes, then you must 
feel fine. It was all part of the governor’s plan.” 

“Indeed,” Torres said proudly. “Push the prisoner into an 
iron cage and drop him into the sea before the eyes of the 
public. Then everyone will think the criminal is dead. But 
what they don’t know is that the cage is specially designed 
to float and drift all the way here.” 

He tapped the top panel of the cage with his fist. The 
sound echoed around the top, and | realized that the inside 
was hollow. 

“It’s the same principle as a ship. Even a huge lump of 
steel can float if you remove its contents and increase the 
surface area in contact with water. Here, the currents on the 
surface and the bottom of the sea flow differently. Objects 
that sink drift to the open sea, while objects that float drift 
into this cave.” 

The governor explained that it was a system he put in 
place to save people whose lives were in danger by 
accusing them of crimes they did not commit, then making 
the public believe they were dead. 


“After considering various situations, | decided that a 
showy death for you—or rather, the leader of Fort Lotus, 
would be best. Ah, how delightful!” Torres gave a hearty 
laugh, puffing his chest out. 

“lam not the leader of Fort Lotus!” | protested. 

“| know,” the governor replied. “Cal’s the leader.” 

“What?” 

Did he just utter the real leader’s name like it was 
nothing? 

“What's with that face?” he asked. “Didn’t you meet him 
at Fort Lotus? He’s a white, hawk Beastfallen.” 

“No, | know. / know him. | was just wondering how you 
knew.” 

“Oh, that’s it? Didn’t Cal tell you he had an ally in 
Ideaverna?” 

“He did.” 

“He meant me,” Torres said flatly. 

| didn’t say anything this time. | just stared at him with a 
look of incredulity. 

“| was surprised too,” Zero said. “Apparently the ally that 
our hawk friend was referring to was this man. He showed 
the letter Hawk sent. It contained detailed information about 
the situation in Fort Lotus.” Zero leaned in to whisper. “He is 
not lying.” 

“That’s right,” Torres said. “I’m also wearing a symbol just 
like Cal told me to. Here, it’s patterned after a ship.” He held 
out a golden ring bearing his crest. “The knights who 
captured you also wore cloaks that bore the crest of 
Ideaverna—also modeled after a ship. | followed Cal’s 
instructions down to the last letter.” 

Gently pressing my forehead, | managed to suppress my 
desire to scream out. 

“So you're saying that Cal didn’t double-cross us, and 
everything that happened to me was according to plan? 
Then why didn’t he explain the plan to me in the first 
place?!” 


“Because he didn’t know anything about it. The letter | 
received from Cal said: ‘A Beastfallen and a pretty lady is 
coming your way. Please meet up with them.’ He let me 
handle things, so | did. And while | was at it, | eliminated the 
head of Fort Lotus from society. This will make authorities 
less wary of the fort, allowing Cal to move freely. And | was 
able to gain the support of the people who believed in the 
saint. They’ve been quite restless recently, you see. Two 
birds with one stone!” 

“Wait a minute...” | muttered. 

It was Torres who requested Lia to come to Ideaverna. 
She was ambushed on the way by the men from Fort Lotus. 
What if Torres and Fort Lotus had been working together 
from the beginning? His son’s illness. The saint traveling to 
Ideaverna. The ambush. 

“It was all your doing!” | roared. 

Torres nodded gravely. “Exactly. The plan was to use my 
son’s cold to draw the saint out from the Holy City, and Cal’s 
men would abduct her. It failed though, thanks to some 
fluffy beast. Ah, was | glad | prepared for the saint’s arrival 
back then! It’s good to have a shelter for every storm!” 
Torres guffawed once more. 

“Why are you doing this? Besides, the knights who 
captured me and the official at my execution claimed that 
the rumors about you despising the saint are nothing but 
lies.” 

“Before | explain everything, you should first do 
something about your rather pathetic state, Sir Mercenary. 
I’m sure you're hungry as well. Follow me. Fret not. This is a 
secret, hallowed place that | alone know about.” 

Torres spun on his heel and began walking in huge 
strides. Zero helped me up to my feet and removed the 
Shackles from both my hands. Staggering, | called out to the 
man. 

“Are you sure you want to bring a witch and a Beastfallen 
to hallowed ground?” 


“lam well prepared for the consequences, Sir 
Mercenary.” 

He did not look back. His voice was terribly serious, not 
allowing for rebuttal. Silently we followed him. 

As uSual, Zero instantly dried me off with her Magic. 
However, there was a lot of salt mixed in with the seawater, 
and now a large amount of salt was stuck on my fur. It felt 
extremely unpleasant. 

| thought it wouldn’t bother me much since my fur was 
white to begin with, but | didn’t expect my black stripes to 
disappear. Now | was completely white. Zero and Torres 
laughed at me, so | hit them both. 

“Hitting a governor is a crime punishable by death!” 
Torres said. 

“Why did you hit me?” Zero grumbled. “I dried your body 
off so you would not catch a cold.” 

“Shut up!” | barked. “It doesn’t matter if you’re a person 
of power or a commendable citizen. If you turn someone 
into a laughing stock, you deserve to get punished!” 

| brushed the salt off from my body, and | finally felt 
better. 

We were in a secret chamber built inside the cave. The 
furnishings—a carpet, bed, table, chair, and a bookshelf— 
made it feel like a room in a high-class inn. Apparently it 
was a secret room located just under the castle in 
Ideaverna. Though it was connected to the basement of the 
castle itself, it was easy to get lost in the complex tunnels, 
unless you memorized the right path. 

“Frankly speaking, | despise the saint,” Torres said as he 
leaned back on the couch. “It’s personal.” He poured a well- 
aged wine into a glass and tilted it gracefully. “It’s against 
my principles to speak ill of a woman, but she’s too foolish. 
She throws a single slice of bread into a starving crowd and 
thinks she’s helping people. She doesn’t see the people 
beating each other over a small piece of bread, or those 
who died of hunger because they didn’t get any.” 


“No, not only her,” he continued. “Everyone can’t see 
them. A beautiful saint with the power to heal. Once you are 
trapped in that comfortable fantasy, you will be blind to all 
the negative things, and anyone who denies that fantasy 
becomes an enemy. It is only when you become a victim 
that you realize how horrifying the saint is. But by the time 
you realize the truth, it’s already too late.” 

“You're the governor of Ideaverna,” | said. “You could’ve 
used your power to do something about it.” 

“Power, eh?” he muttered to no one in particular. “Power, 
Sir Mercenary, is something you borrow from your subjects. | 
have wealth because the people pay taxes. | can enact laws 
because they follow them. If my people refused to obey me, 
| would be nothing but a helpless man who proclaims 
himself to be a governor.” 

“| never thought I’d hear those words from a person of 
power. If | recall correctly, some philosopher made a speech 
like that and was executed.” 

“Killing people won’t make the idea go away. This 
country, in particular, is a republic made up of many small 
nations. Who rules it is not absolute, so the people can 
easily threaten statesmen.” 

“Threaten statesmen? How?” 

“It’s simple.” Torres’ mouth curved into a self-deprecating 
smile. “A girl | thought of as my own daughter was killed by 
a follower of the saint. On the day she called the saint a 
witch. The killer carved an apology to the saint on her back 
using a nail. Remember that girl who jumped out in front of 
the carriage when you came to my castle? That’s the girl. 
Her name was Parcell.” 

| looked at Zero. She whispered something to Torres the 
day we left Ideaverna. 

“So that’s why you told him it was not his fault!” 

The saint indirectly caused Parcell’s death. The saint 
emerged after Zero created Magic. If you really get to the 


bottom of it, Zero was responsible for Parcell’s death as 
well. 

“So you knew that the girl was killed because of the 
saint,” | said. 

“| saw the governor running off with his face red and 
came back with the girl’s body in his arms,” Zero replied. “1 
had a general idea of what happened.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me anything?!” 

“The girl who called the saint a witch was killed by the 
saint’s followers. You were still unsure which side to take 
back then, mine or the saint’s. | did not want to give you 
needless information.” 

| almost tore my hair out. | hated myself for being such a 
pain in the butt to Zero. 

Torres let out a heavy sigh and continued. “The apology 
was a warning to me who hated the saint. If | continued my 
anti-saint stance, there will be more victims in the future.” 

“| see.” Zero nodded. “Your subjects are afraid of not 
receiving the saint’s blessings because of your stance.” 

“It’s a common occurence. Subjects getting the short end 
of the stick because of a fight between two local lords. Ora 
single village gets burned as an example because a lord 
assisted a rebellion against a king. Although it’s not that bad 
in a republic.” 

It certainly didn’t sound like punishing Parcell’s killer 
would be enough. If a great number of people said “Don’t 
criticize the saint,” you would have no other choice but to 
obey them. Otherwise there would be riots, uprisings, and 
even assassinations. 

“| was forced to make a choice,” Torres said. “Either | will 
continue to stand against the saint, support her, or deceive 
my subjects. And as you know, | chose deception.” 

“So you chose my public execution.” 

If he publicly executed the leader of Fort Lotus, who was 
considered the head of the anti-saint faction, the people 
would believe that he supported the saint. 


“I’m such a brilliant man for coming up with this strategy 
right after | received Cal’s letter. Don’t you agree? | was 
extremely lucky that you’re a Beastfallen like Cal. Ah, glory 
be to God.” Torres raised his glass of wine. “Though | did not 
expect Lady Zero to almost kill me the moment | said | was 
going to publicly execute you. Just recalling it makes my 
blood freeze.” 

He was smiling, but he was probably actually almost 
killed. | shot Zero a glare. She didn’t seem bothered at all. 

“At first | was overjoyed by the emergence of the saint,” 
Torres continued after draining his glass. “I was glad to know 
that the Goddess was looking over our country. But then 
Parcell’s father got a brand of the goat.” 

“Right. | remember her saying something like that,” | 
said. “If | recall correctly, her father died because of a witch 
or something.” 

“Parcell’s father was my gardener. After he started 
limping, he became depressed. When he heard rumors that 
the saint’s mark could heal illnesses, he believed it.” 

| had heard the same story from Cal. Wealthy people 
were turned away and only the poor were given the mark. 
Rumor then spread that bearing the mark of the saint would 
heal one’s illnesses and injuries. 

“Even if it was just a rumor, he would get a sizable 
amount of money. He probably thought to save it for 
Parcell’s marriage. | felt pathetic as his employer. He chose 
to rely on the saint instead of me.” 

And then he died as a result. 

“| could not believe that the brand and his death were 
unrelated. | investigated the saint and found out about Fort 
Lotus. | couldn’t act publicly, so | figured the best thing | 
could do was to assist the bandits, using them as pawns. | 
thought | wouldn’t pay dearly for my actions, but my hubris 
cost Parcell her life. Now | have to see things through to the 
end. | must take the saint down even if | have to get my 


hands dirty. If | stop now, her sacrifice would have been in 
vain.” His face was grim. 

| heard something break. | glanced at Torres’ hand and 
saw the glass shattered in his hands. Shards and blood fell 
to the carpet. 

When he finished speaking, the governor’s expression 
softened slightly. He looked at his shredded hand. “It was a 
nice glass,” he muttered with regret. Plucking the shards out 
of his hand, he turned his eyes back to us. “Now I'd love to 
show you the secret passage to Akdios, but there’s just one 
problem.” 

“Really? What kind of problem?” 

“Well, it’s not that serious. The secret passage is an 
underground channel that runs from the Akdios lake to the 
port in Ideaverna. You may not know this, but Ideaverna is 
also Known as the Port of Return.” 

“Il know that,” | said. “The king who was trapped in Akdios 
one day emerged on the port of Ideaverna. So it wasn’t just 
a legend. It was a true story.” 

“I’m surprised you knew. Impressive. Anyway, the 
passage Is greatly affected by the tide. It’s usually 
Submerged underwater, and only appears for a span of 
three days—the night before a new moon, the day of the 
new moon, and the day after. The tide is at its lowest then. 
And tonight is the night of the new moon.” 

“Quit bullshitting me,” | said. “New moon was ten days 
ago.” 

Torres threw his head back and laughed. 

Is this geezer drunk? 

“Apologies,” Torres said. “It sounded like a common twist 
to a story, so | wanted to Say it. It is just as you said, the 
new moon had passed. So the passage is almost fully 
submerged the next three days.” 

“What do we do next, then?” Zero asked, frowning. “Did 
you simply want to talk about your plan?” 


“Of course not!” Torres waved his arm. “| said a/most fully 
submerged, Milady. In other words, there’s some space left. 
If you take off in the middle of the night when the tide is 
low, you should be able to pass through with your head just 
barely touching the ceiling.” 

The governor unfolded a map of Cleon and pointed to a 
straight line that led from Ideaverna to Akdios. It was similar 
to the supply route, but shorter. Since we could use the flow 
of the water without running into any obstacles, we could 
get to Akdios in half a day. 

“However,” Torres’ expression hardened. “Low tide means 
that the water is flowing from the lake to the sea. You will 
have to go against the current.” 

“So we have to row the boat.” 

“That’s right. Moreover, the current in the cave is fast. If 
you lose focus, you'll be swept away into the sea. I’m sure it 
wouldn’t be much of a problem for you. It’ll be a little 
exhausting, but that’s all. The most dangerous time is when 
the tide starts to rise, when the water flows from the sea 
and into the lake. The boat will be pushed by the current to 
Akdios at a high speed, but the water level will rise as well.” 

If the tide was just low enough for a boat to barely pass 
through, then our ride would definitely sink if the tide rose. 
To make matters worse, there were giant carnivorous fish in 
the water called Fulgols. 

“Sounds a little too dangerous,” | remarked. 

“| wouldn’t have proposed the idea if you weren’t a 
Beastfallen. Normally you’d wait for the new moon before 
you could use the passage. But time is of the essence.” 
Torres turned to Zero. “Milady, you must stay with me in the 
castle until—” 

“lam going with Mercenary,” Zero said flatly. 

The governor couldn’t even laugh. “I can’t agree with 
that, Milady. | know you’re a witch who possesses 
unimaginable power, but it’s too dangerous.” 


“But Mercenary is going to such a dangerous place. Then 
| must go and protect him.” 

“It’s the other way around,” | said. “It’s my job to protect 
you.” 

“| know. You are my precious bodyguard. | cannot have 
you die on me, so | will protect you.” 

| was pretty sure she got it completely flipped, but the 
fact of the matter was, counting on her Magic would be our 
safest bet if we found ourselves in grave danger. It might 
delay my becoming human, but! did not mind. / can’t 
become human if I’m dead anyway. 

“Well, she’s like a secret weapon,” | said. 

The governor clearly wasn’t convinced. “Don’t be a fool, 
merc! You're injured, aren’t you? You would have a hard 
time just protecting yourself!” 

“Oh, | forgot.” | removed my bandage. “It’s already 
healed.” It hurt a little when the blood-dried fur was ripped 
off, but the wound had completely closed. It must have 
healed faster because the priest’s strings were really sharp. 

“Y-You inhuman monster!” 

“Mind your language now,” Zero said. “You should not say 
that. There are some things in this world you can not say, 
and that is one of them.” She repeated the words | told her 
at one point. 

Good, good. She was starting to learn proper social 
manners. / hope she acts like a normal human being soon. 

“Well, if you insist, then | won’t stop you. It is too 
dangerous for the mercenary to go alone. | have my own 
position to worry about, so | can’t offer any manpower.” The 
governor rose to his feet. “I will be at the castle until the low 
tide comes. | have to send a messenger pigeon back to Cal 
and inform him that you have arrived safely. You two rest 
well until then.” 


“Do you know what underground canals are?” Torres 
asked as we walked through the long tunnel. “They’re like 


rivers that flow underground. They are created from rain 
that seeps into the ground and then overflows back to the 
Surface again to form lakes, or flow into the sea. And 
sometimes the opposite happens: seawater flows inland 
through the underground canals to form salt lakes.” 

Apparently, you couldn’t reach the secret waterway 
unless you followed the right path. The governor said that 
there was only a single path originally, but they deliberately 
dug up many tunnels, turning the cave into a labyrinth. 

“History says that the city of Ideaverna was built after 
Akdios, right at the end of the passage. From the beginning, 
Akdios and Ideaverna were created as a pair. The first 
governor of Ideaverna, appointed by the king, created an 
underground labyrinth underneath the castle and built a 
secret harbor deep inside. Over here.” 

Suddenly we came out to an open place. Torres circled 
the harbor, lighting up the torches on the wall with his 
lantern. The dark waterway suddenly came to light under 
the flames. 

The ground had been paved for easy walking and the 
Surrounding walls bore carvings all over, but stalactites 
hanging from the ceiling indicated that this cave was 
formed naturally. 

Both ends of the river led to the depths of the dark cave. | 
couldn’t see them even with the lantern. 

“Wonderful place, isn’t it? But information on it is highly 
confidential, so | was a little sad that no one else could see 
it. That changes today. | can finally say this: Welcome to the 
Canal of Return.” 





“Now this is something,” | said, genuinely impressed. 
“You can go out to sea from here, right?” 

“Of course. Though you can’t see the entrance to the 
cave from outside. It’s hidden behind rocks.” 

Zero crouched by the side of the canal and tasted the 
water. “Salty,” she said, surprised. “It really is seawater.” 

“And the other end is connected to the Holy City of 
Akdios. It’s pleasant around these parts because it’s man- 
made, but if you go further ahead, it’s a completely natural 
waterway. I’ve never been through it actually, so | don’t 
know what kind of dangers lurk ahead.” 

The governor pointed to one side of the channel, towards 
the direction of Akdios. While the channel leading to the sea 
became wider and wider, the ceiling leading to Akdios came 
lower and lower, and far ahead, more than half of the 
passage was submerged in water. 

“It’s even narrower than | imagined,” | said. “Can we 
really get through?” 

“The tide is just beginning to recede. What you see right 
now is the ceiling of the cave. In five minutes, you’ll be able 
to get through. I’ve got a boat ready to go. Over there.” 

A small boat was tied to the jetty. 

“Is that a fishing boat?” | peered inside and saw a 
harpoon, a net, and oars lying on the bottom of the boat. 

“Ideaverna’s fishing boats are famous for being sturdy 
and unsinkable. I’ve instructed people to throw some bait off 
our coast, so that should decrease the number of Fulgols.” 

“Oh, that carnivorous fish.” 

The Fulgol was, according to Theo, a species of fish that 
swarmed this part of the sea. Big and delicious, it was a 
famous product in Ideaverna. | never thought I’d worry 
about being devoured by a city’s specialty. 

“We'll be careful,” | said. “Thanks.” 

“Don’t mention it. Anything for Lady Zero.” 

Torres winked at the witch. The fact that he did it so 
perfectly really pissed me off. For a while after, we waited 


for the tide to recede, then pushed the boat out into the 
open. 


Shrouded in complete darkness, we let the lantern’s light 
guide our way. | was rowing the boat at an awkward 
position. If | straightened up, my head would hit the ceiling. 

“This is really bad for my back,” | grumbled. 

“You just found a fine way to strengthen your body,” Zero 
said. 

“A new discovery, | Suppose.” 

“| should have thought of a spell that would make the 
ship go forward on its own. | Know a spell that controls 
water.” 

“Don’t. Oarsmen will lose their jobs.” 

“Really? | think convenience is a good thing. Society sure 
is complicated.” 

Our trivial conversation distracted me from the feeling of 
entrapment. It was terribly quiet. There was only the sound 
of my oars and the splashing of water echoing throughout 
the cave. Torres said we could get through the passage in 
half a day, but having to keep on rowing until morning was 
too daunting. 

| was truly glad | brought Zero with me. At least, until she 
started getting bored and decided to doze off. Though if | 
had been alone, | would have given up on this endeavor 
already. 

The current was slower than | thought it would be. The 
boat glided swiftly with every paddle. | wondered if we were 
really moving in the darkness, but | could tell by the ebb 
and flow of the tide that time was passing. 

It was almost low tide. If we wanted to ride the rising tide 
and move forward the rest of the way, we needed to at least 
be halfway through the passage. 

Can we really get through the cave before high tide? That 
is, before the cave is completely submerged? | glanced 
around anxiously. Then something rocked the boat hard. 


Zero jerked awake and cried, “What is wrong?! What 
happened?!” 

“No idea! | think we hit something.” 

Another impact. Zero staggered and almost fell to the 
water. | quickly pulled her back. Grabbing the lantern, | 
peered into the water. The light reflected off of something at 
the bottom. 

“Eeek!” | pulled myself back. 

It was a fish. A giant one, with sharp, vicious teeth lining 
its jaws. | knew right away that it was a Fulgol. And there 
were a lot of them. Countless Fulgols were swimming wildly 
about underwater. As the tide receded, they began bumping 
into the boat. The oar bounced off a Fulgol and almost fell 
into the water, but | managed to grab it back in time. 

“There’s too many of them! What’s going on here?!” 

“Food,” Zero said. 

“Food?” 

“They are carnivores, no? Akdios has an abundance of 
food for them.” 


Corpses dumped into the lake. 


“So Akdios is like a breeding farm for Fulgols?” 

“| find it horrifying as well. But this also means that we 
are getting closer to Akdios. Ah!” 

The boat shook once more. 

“Are these fish trying to make us fall and then devour 
us?” Zero said. 

| turned pale. “Hey, Witch. You got some Magic that can 
grill them all?” 

“| do, but it involves shooting lightning into the water, so 
it will hit us too. Using it in this situation will kill us. Besides, 
we are in a cavern. The impact might cause a cave-in and 
bury us alive.” 

“What a useless witch.” 


“Alas, life is never easy,” Zero said. “Mercenary, watch 
out!” 

A Fulgol jumped out of the water, charging towards us 
like a bomb shell. Jagged, sharp teeth were looming in front 
of me. Quickly | drew my sword and stabbed the fish 
through its mouth. 

As | discarded the dead fish into the water, Fulgols began 
Swarming the pool of blood and devoured the carcass, 
splashing ferociously. Each time the Fulgols went on a 
frenzy, they bumped the boat’s bottom, rocking it. 

“Damn it! It’s only a matter of time before the boat is 
destroyed. But with so many fish, the oars are pretty much 
useless.” 

“Hmm... | have an idea,” Zero said. 

“If it’s a good one, then I’m all ears.” 

“You are confident in your strength, yes?” 

“Are you implying that | have nothing else to brag about 
besides raw power?” 

“| like that skeptical side of yours. But this might be the 
time to boast about your strength.” Zero tossed the fishing 
net to me. 

| stared at her blankly. “What do you want me to do with 
this?” 

“Fish are creatures that swim with the current, and 
currently the water is flowing from the sea and into the lake. 
What happens if you try to catch a fish and pull it out of the 
water?” 

“It'll freak out and desperately try to escape.” 

“Exactly. It will use the current to escape faster. In other 
words, towards the lake in Akdios.” 

| understood what she was trying to say. Frowning, | 
stared back at her. Her plan was to use the Fulgols as a 
horse to pull the boat. 

“Sounds too absurd if you ask me,” | said. 

“With your superhuman strength and willpower, it is 
possible. If we stay here, the boat will be destroyed and that 


is the end of us. We have to try it.” 

“I don’t know...” 

All of a sudden the Fulgols, agitated by the smell of blood, 
rammed our boat with their mouths wide open. Looks like 
we don’t have time to think. 

“Stupid ass fish!” | roared. “How dare you try to eat a 
beast?! You’re below the food chain, you fucks!” 

| tossed the net, and Fulgols jumped out right into it. | 
braced my legs. Flailing to escape, the fish started 
Swimming furiously, pulling the boat towards Akdios like 
Zero expected. 

“Excellent,” Zero said. “Il expected nothing less from my 
mercenary.” 

“Haha! Maybe | should change careers and become a 
Sailor instead!” 

A strained laugh escaped my lips. It was all too crazy. But 
the presence of the school of Fulgol was proof that we were 
close to the lake. 

“If we keep going at this speed, we'll be through the 
cavern in no time. It’s much faster than paddling.” 

“We should have done this from the start. We have 
discovered a new kind of power source.” 

Pulled by the Fulgols, the boat raced at an astounding 
speed. Soon we made it out of the cavern, then crashed into 
huge rocks and were thrown into the water. 


The Akdios lake was calm and glassy like a mirror. 

Two figures pierced the calm surface and crawled up to 
the rocky shore of Akdios Island. It was none other than Zero 
and me. 

“Seawater... so salty!” | said, gasping for air. 

“The fish... Their teeth grazed the tip of my toes... So this 
is the law of the jungle! | was too conceited. | believed | was 
on top of the food chain!” 

How we managed to swim to shore with countless Fulgols 
on us was a mystery. | drank a lot of seawater, and Zero 


seemed to have realized what survival of the fittest meant. 
Anyhow, we managed to survive and make it to land. 

Unfortunately, we ended up at the back of the saint’s 
mansion, where we had to climb over a mountain of 
corpses. But we were closer to our destination now. Gotta 
think positive. 

“l-It is cold, Mercenary, and it smells of rotten corpses,” 
Zero said, snapping me back to reality. So much for thinking 
positive. 

Damn right. It was cold and it reeked. And my whole body 
was covered in blood. | had to kill a bunch of Fulgols while 
swimming. 

Anyone who saw me like this would scream out loud. | 
doubt | could convince them that | wanted to clean up 
before seeing the saint in her residence. 

“Why is it always like this?” 

“Reality is a cruel thing,” Zero said. “Heroic tales are 
merely embellished for entertainment, but in reality they all 
involve blood, mud, seawater, and fish guts. | have 
experienced it firsthand, though | did not want to.” 

After drying ourselves with Zero’s Magic, we felt 
somewhat better. We then headed for the saint’s mansion. 

The island of Akdios was surrounded by a forest, so we 
needed to get through the woods first before we could reach 
town or the mansion. We trudged through the forest, 
pushing through tangled branches. When we finally made it 
out, | saw the tall walls surrounding the saint’s residence. 

Sensing the presence of people, | pushed Zero behind a 
tree and hid myself as well. Two guards were standing just 
out of the woods. As it was common with bored lookouts, 
they were engaged in idle conversation. 

| heard them talking about how they couldn’t find my 
body or the priest’s. They had been scouring the lake for 
days, because they would not be able to rest easy until the 
Beastfallen’s corpse was found. With the adjudicator dying 
in the line of duty, it would not be long until the Church 


officially recognized the saint. Thanks to Ideaverna’s 
governor, their bridge had been fixed, although temporarily. 

“The bridge is already fixed? That geezer sure is 
something.” 

Apparently, that lecher was being treated like some hero 
for being the first one to send supplies and personnel to 
Akdios in its time of crisis. He openly supported the saint, 
while secretly plotting to overthrow her. Politicians sure are 
terrifying. 

We hid behind some trees for a while. Eventually the 
guards split into two groups and started walking in different 
directions. Several guards—probably eight—were patrolling 
the perimeter. Two guards watched four corners of the area, 
then regularly split up to make rounds. 

The two people just now probably came from one corner 
and met each other in the middle of their paths. 

“Let’s get over the fence before the next patrol comes 
by,” | said. 

“How can | climb such a high wall?” 

| looked at Zero. She was considerably shorter than me, 
although not that much. The wall wasn’t that high for me. | 
carried Zero without a word. 

| moved back to gain momentum and dashed toward the 
wall. Hooking my feet right around the middle of the wall, | 
lifted myself up in one motion, my hand barely reaching the 
top. Grabbing the wall tightly, | crawled up and jumped 
down into the mansion’s grounds. 

Before us was a lone guard. Eyes wide open and mouth 
gaping, his gaze was fixed on me and Zero. 

Amateur, | admonished myself. Why did | think there were 
no guards inside the walls? 

“Ah...” 

“No, don’t shout!” 

Right before he could scream, | quickly grabbed his neck 
and strangled him, taking his breath away. 


“| see,” Zero said. “So that is how you squeeze the 
carotid artery.” 

“Carotid artery?” 

“You strangled him. If you stop blood from flowing 
through, the person will faint and eventually die because 
the brain is deprived of oxygen.” Zero nodded. 

| had no idea what she was talking about. 

“You were doing it without Knowing how it works?” Zero 
asked. 

“Who cares about how it actually works? As long as | 
know what’s happening, that’s good enough for me.” 

“You and | have fundamentally different ways of 
thinking.” 

“Well, yeah. You're a witch and I’m a mercenary.” 

| tied up the unconscious soldier and dragged him behind 
some shrubs. Suddenly, | heard the sound of a whistle in the 
distance. People were shouting in town. 

“What's going on?!” 

“It’s the bastards from Fort Lotus! Get your weapons and 
go!” 

“I've had enough of this! Don’t let any more bandits get 
close to Her Eminence!” 

“Oh, right.” | nodded to myself. “Cal mentioned 
something about a diversion to draw troops away from the 
city.” 

Torres must have informed Cal of our plan with a 
messenger pigeon. With the guards distracted, we could 
move around a lot easier. 

| climbed up a tree and headed towards the window to 
Lia’s room. 

In old castles, the bedroom would often be located at the 
back of the hall, but in a relatively new mansion, finding it 
would be difficult. Common sense, however, dictated that it 
was located at the top floor, except for the attic. The largest 
room was uSually the master’s bedroom. 


Fortunately, it was nighttime and light spilled out from 
the windows. It wasn’t hard to figure out which room had 
people in it. 

“You always look alive when it comes to shady jobs,” Zero 
said. 

“Are you saying | look like a dimwit normally?! Look. 
There’s someone in there.” 

Standing on a tree branch, | peered into a room and 
spotted Lia. 

“Bingo.” 

“How will we enter? Breaking the window is not a good 
idea.” 

“Maybe we go with the classics, like throwing a rock at 
her window? Say something like, | apologize for disturbing 
you this late at night, Princess.” 

“Wait,” Zero whispered, leaning forward. “Something is 
not right.” 

“Not right how?” | looked closely. 

She was right. Lia’s back was against the wall, and she 
had a frightened look on her face, like someone was 
cornering her. But all we could see was a portion of the 
room. Someone else was in there with her. In the next 
moment, we discovered who it was. 

“You're kidding,” | mumbled subconsciously. To my 
Surprise, my voice sounded tight from shock and fear. 

A small body. Charming freckles. Sun-damaged brown 
hair that had been trimmed recently. In their hand was a 
knife too big for a child’s hand. 

“I’m sorry,” Lia mouthed. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me. 
I’m sorry.” 

Hatred raged in his eyes. 

“No!” His voice was so sharp, it even pierced the window 
and reached my ears. 

He pointed the knife at Lia, intent on killing her. 


“It’s my father’s memento.” 


| knew his name, and the fact that he hated the saint. 


“This is Theo’s mother. She died two days before we 
ambushed the saint.” 


No. If he went through with it, he’d be ruining everything. 
He still had a long life ahead of him, but it would be 
tarnished by crime, hatred, and regret. 

He smiled and said he wanted to go on a trip with me 
someday. / will not let him murder someone. 

“No! Don’t do it, Theo!” 

| smashed the window and leapt into the room. 


Interlude: Fierce 
Determination 


Theo’s father always told him to protect the people 
important to him. Placing a knife in Theo’s hand, he told him 
to grow up to be a splendid man who would use it to do 
what was right. 

But he died before he could teach Theo what it meant to 
do the right thing. 

Why? Theo asked his mother countless times. Why did 
father have to die? Why does the saint torment us? 

Soon his mother joined his father without giving him any 
answers. 

Why? The question remained. 

The sick and the injured gathered in Fort Lotus all 
despised the saint. 

“If only that woman wasn’t around,” they cursed. 

It’s all the saint’s fault, then. \f she wasn’t around, 
everyone would feel better. Everyone would be happy. 

Every day he followed Cal around, begging him to kill the 
saint. Beastfallen are strong, so he should be able to do it 
easily. 

But Cal wouldn’t do anything. He was a kind coward. 

So he asked Talba to let him join the ambush. He wouldn’t 
be able to kill the saint with his own hands, but he could at 
least help with that. 

But... 


All you have to do is stab someone to death with a 
knife. 


Mercenary’s words burned hot in his mind. Theo realized 
then that he was capable of killing. He could take his victim 
by surprise. He could save everyone. He could protect the 
people he cared about. 

He was too timid. He didn’t even try because he thought 
he was simply a weak child. All he did was hate the world. 

| can do it, too. | have to do it. 

And so Theo became the saint’s errand boy. He smiled at 
her, gained her trust, and obtained the opportunity to get 
close to her. 

Hatred and loneliness fueled him. 

His parents were dead. No one cared for him anymore. 
The intense loneliness drove him towards vengeance. 

But Mercenary and Zero were nice to him. They gave him 
delicious food and a warm cloak. They admired his 
helpfulness and discipline. 

The times he spent with Mercenary and Zero were as 
pleasant as the days he spent with his parents. He even 
considered giving up revenge if the happy times continued. 

But Mercenary was dead. Once again, the saint stole 
someone he cared about from him. 

How could he forgive her? Forgiveness was unnecessary. 
The saint had tormented and killed a lot of people. 

“It’s not fair,” he muttered. “Why are they always taking 
the saint’s side? Does having the power of miracles give her 
the right to tread on others? To let my father and mother 
die?!” 

Aren’t sins meant to be punished? If God, the Church, and 
the world will condone her actions, then I will punish her 
myself. With my father’s memento, which | swore to use to 
protect people. 

“It’s all your fault!” Theo lunged at the saint, knife in 
hand. 

“No! Don’t do it, Theo!” 

He heard someone shout just as the knife pierced the 
saint’s abdomen. 











Chapter 11: Another Witch 


| grabbed Theo’s shoulder and pulled him away from Lia. 
The smell of blood filled the air. 

As | snatched the knife away, | felt viscous fluid on my 
hands. Fresh blood dripped from the tip of the knife. 

Gasping, Lia collapsed to the floor. 

| didn’t make it in time. 

“Hey, Witch! Heal her! Don’t let her die, okay?!” 

“| know! Do not yell at me. You are one bossy man. Do 
you think | am some sort of a device that can heal injuries 
by your orders?” 

Despite her grumblings, Zero rushed to Lia’s side. 

| pushed Theo away. “You idiot!” | roared. “What were you 
thinking?! Stabbing the saint is a grave crime! The Church 
might even burn you at the—” 

| couldn’t finish my words. My eyes were drawn to the red 
fluid gushing out of Theo’s belly and dyeing his clothes. 

“G-Gramps...” 

Theo’s face contorted, his eyes flickering with fear and 
confusion. Then blood spurted from his mouth, staining the 
carpet. He staggered, and | quickly caught him. 

“Wh-What’s going on here?” 

| couldn’t wrap my head around the situation. | saw Theo 
stab Lia. So why was Theo injured? 

“Move, Mercenary!” Zero said, her voice surprisingly 
urgent. “The saint is unharmed. Theo has a mark on him!” 

She pushed me away and grabbed Theo. Warm light 
shone from Zero’s hands and closed Theo’s wound. But | 
could not relax. Theo’s face was pale and still twisted in 
pain. 


“What do you mean?” | asked. “I thought Sacrixigs 
distributed injuries. Why is it this bad?!” 

“It is a matter of proportion,” Zero said. “If only one 
person has the mark, the effect is not ‘distribution’ but 
‘substitution’. A spell had been cast on Theo beforehand to 
take on the saint’s wounds the moment she was injured!” 

“That’s ridiculous!” 

Suddenly, Theo’s bloody fingers grabbed my clothes. His 
strong grip surprised me. | squeezed his hand back. It was 
terribly cold. 

“Gramps... You're... alive...” 

“Yeah, as you can see. I’m perfectly fine. | wouldn’t die 
that easily. Look, your wound is healed. Everything will be 
fine.” 

Theo looked relieved. “I’m so glad,” he mouthed. “I want 
to...” 
| waited and waited, but no other words came from him. 
Suddenly, Theo’s body went limp, and he stopped moving. | 
shuddered as | felt the life fading from his hand. 

“Why?! His wound is closed! No, don’t give up! Don’t die 
on me, Theo. You said you wanted to be a doctor. We were 
going to travel together!” 

No answer came from Theo. Light had completely 
disappeared from his eyes. | saw myself reflected on his 
empty pupils. 

“Hey, Witch. He’ll live, right? You can save him?” 

Zero shook her head silently. “No amount of Magic can 
bring the dead back to life. Children die quickly once they 
lose blood because of their smaller size. The priest was able 
to survive, but not Theo.” 

A malnourished, thin kid. If we gathered the blood that 
stained Theo’s clothes, the blood on my body, and the blood 
that soaked the carpet, it would probably make up half of 
his blood content. 

“lam sorry,” Zero said. Her apology told me that it was 
too late. 


“Why...” 

Why did | leave him behind? Why didn’t | take him with 
us? Did | really believe it would be better for Theo if he 
stayed? No. | just didn’t want to be responsible for his life. 

| abandoned him. | told myself that leaving him with Lia 
would be better for him, because | wasn’t sure | would not 
be able to see him as a liability in the future. 

| couldn’t breathe. Panting heavily, | realized | wanted to 
Cry. 

It was just one child. The fact that he couldn’t move, 
speak, or laugh anymore hurt so much, it was unbearable. 

Shoulders slumped, Zero gently closed Theo’s eyes and 
took his small hand that was wrapped in a white bandage. 

The boy said he was burned while doing chores. When he 
was hired as an errand boy, he said he was immediately 
assigned some tasks. 

Zero untied the bandage, and underneath was a black 
brand, on the hand of a small, pale child. Most of the back of 
his hand was covered with the mark of a male goat with a 
broken right horn. 

How did | not notice? Why didn’t | ask him to show me his 
injury? Why did | simply believe him when he said it was a 
simple burn? 

| felt something boiling in the pit of my stomach, welling 
up and turning into words. 

“Why, Lia? How could you?” 

Lia looked terrified, shaking her head weakly. 

Letting out a roar, | grabbed her thin neck and slammed 
her hard against the wall. Lia groaned in pain. 

“Answer me!” | bellowed. “Why did you give him the 
mark?! What were you thinking?! How can you treat a child 
like this?!” 

“Stop, Mercenary! The Saint knows nothing!” 

“Bullshit! You yourself said this is the power of the 
Sacrixigs. This woman used Theo as a scapegoat! She killed 
him to save herself!” 


“No! Theo tried to kill the saint, and he died as a result. 
He died because of his own actions!” 

“Who gave him the motive, then?! Who gave him the 
mark?! Why did they cast a spell that would kill him instead 
of Lia?!” 

Zero was right. Theo brought this upon himself. But even 
if he hadn’t stabbed Lia, he would have died in her place 
one day anyway. 

“Saint, my fuckin’ ass!” 

Was Saving lives really that admirable? Was it okay to kill 
one child to save thousands? 

“Who the fuck decided that your life is worth more than 
Theo's?!” 

Limbs trembling in terror, Lia shook her head slowly. | 
poured strength and resentment into my hand. Tears 
streamed down Lia’s eyes as | strangled her, saliva dripping 
from her gaping mouth. Her fingers clawed at my arm as 
she struggled to escape my clutch. 

Still, | didn’t loosen up. She killed Theo. | let the hatred 
flow within me. 

“That is enough, you fool!” 

A loud shout shook my eardrums. Something hit my back 
hard. My fingers loosened, and Lia sank to the floor. 

Whimpering in pain, | turned around to find Zero glaring 
at me with a solid oak chair in her hand. Apparently she 
struck me with it with all she had. 

“Wh-What the hell was that for?!” 

“That is my line! If you killed the saint, all our effort 
would have been for naught! What matters is not whose 
fault it is, but who we need to defeat to end all this! 
Remember our objective!” 

Throwing the chair aside, Zero pushed me away and 
helped Lia up. She was coughing wildly, her hands clutching 
at her throat. Her chest convulsed, and she vomited. 

“That’s...” | glowered at Lia. “That’s exactly what | was 
trying to do! If she’s the one behind all this, killing her will 


solve everything!” 

| had already envisioned this from the start. | had decided 
that if Lia was evil incarnate who had no intention of 
rectifying Cleon’s current state, then | would kill her. 

Zero, however, shook her head. “I told you,” she said. 
“The Saint knows nothing. Theo’s death is something 
incomprehensible to her.” 

“How Can you be so sure?” 

“Because she herself has the mark.” 

My head cooled down all of a sudden. Completely at a 
loss for words, | looked at Zero. 

“What was that?” 

“! found it while examining her body. The Saint is yet 
another pawn to be used as a substitute. Kill her in a fit of 
rage, and then what?! Would that make you happy?!” 

It didn’t make any sense. Confused, | staggered 
backwards, leaning against a nearby wall. 

“Wait a minute... Isn’t she the one using Magic? Why 
does she have the mark on her?!” 

“That is exactly it, Mercenary,” Zero said. “We are here to 
find out who made this ignorant woman a saint.” 

Lia curled up in Zero’s arms. There was terror in her wide- 
open eyes. Her whole body was shaking, tears streaming 
down her face. The way she clung to Zero made her look 
like a child rather than a saint. 

Would killing her make me happy? Did | really believe 
killing her would solve everything? 

“Damn it!” 

| picked up Theo’s bloody body, lay it on the bed, and 
pulled a blanket over his face. It felt as if he was about to 
push the blanket off while laughing, saying “I got you!” 

As my anger at Lia faded, the sense of loss and 
helplessness grew stronger. It was as though someone was 
squeezing my heart tight. When | sat down on the bed, 
Zero’s eyes, watching me warily, finally drifted towards Lia. 


“Saint,” Zero called, and Lia gave a jerk. “Who gave you 
this mark?” Zero touched the area around her chest. “Do 
you know what this mark means?” 

Staring at Zero with frightened eyes, Lia shook her head. 
“I don’t know,” she managed in a hoarse voice. Rather than 
an answer to Zero’s question, she probably meant she had 
no idea what was going on. 

“Why... Why did Theo try to kill me? He was so nice. He 
said he liked me! He said it was all my fault... | was stabbed, 
but how am | still alive? Why did Theo do this?!” Why?!” She 
screamed, as if throwing a tantrum, her fingers digging 
deep into Zero’s arm. 

“It is your fault,” Zero replied, her expression as still as 
ever. Shocked, Lia lifted her head. Her face stiffened in 
horror, gaze fixed on Zero’s face. 

“The healing power you use is not some kind of divine 
miracle. It is Magic brought from the kingdom of Wenias 
called Sacrixigs. You are a witch wielding the power of 
demons, not a saint loved by God.” 

For a moment, Lia’s face went completely blank, then a 
stiff smile formed on her lips. Her mouth opened and closed 
a few times. 

“You're lying,” she finally said. 

But Zero continued with a cruel response. “What would 
be the point of lying in this situation? You were stabbed by 
Theo, yet you are unharmed, while Theo himself died. A 
spell was cast on the child, one that would make him take 
your place should your life be in grave danger.” 

“Lies! You're lying! | don’t believe it! Never!” 

“The same spell has been cast on you, as indicated by 
the mark on your chest. One day you will die in someone 
else’s stead.” 

“Stop!” Lia screamed. Slipping out of Zero’s arms, she 
scurried away to a corner of a room, hugging her knees and 
covering her ears. “This is proof of my bond with Sanare! It 
is not Magic!” 


The name sounded familiar, but | couldn’t remember who 
it was exactly. Sanare took Lia in from the orphanage, the 
institution who only saw her as a burden. They gave her 
food that didn’t smell rotten, clean clothes, and patiently 
taught her to read and write. 


“Don’t be afraid. This is proof of my bond with you.” 


When Lia was branded, she cried out in fear. So Sanare 
pressed the brand on herself first and smiled. 


“1 will not make you suffer alone. | will support you.” 
“The two of us will help a lot of people. You have the 
power to do it.” 

“Because you are...” 


“Sanare and | have the same mark! She said we will do 
our best together, and this is a symbol of our promise!” 

“The counterpart to Sacrixigs. It is called Amluxigs,” Zero 
said with certainty. “It is a spell that allows the bearer of the 
Amluxigs mark to transfer injuries or sickness to the one 
bearing Sacrixigs.” She turned to me. “Mercenary, do you 
remember? When you were hit by Steim, | bore the injury.” 

“Uh, yeah. | remember.” 

Zero drew an invisible pattern on my body and said, “It is 
Magic to protect you.” As a matter of fact, it saved my life. 

“Wait, so Lia has both Sacrixigs and Amluxigs?” 

“She probably only had Sacrixigs at the start. When she 
was about to be officially recognized as a saint, her mentor 
decided to guarantee her safety as well.” 

“You're wrong!” Lia said. “Why won’t you believe me? 
Sanare and | are not witches! I’ve never been to Wenias!” 

“But | am certain Sanare has. She remembers learning 
Magic in the campus. Magic requires compensation. And in 
your case, it was the lives of many starving people. That is 
why people want you dead, and why they call you a witch.” 


“No! No, no, no, no, no! Sanare said I’m a special being 
with miraculous powers! So she took me in, and...” 

“And then they taught you Magic. Did they not tell you to 
memorize the mark of the goat in detail? They made you 
recite the same words over and over. A prayer to bring 
about miracles.” 

Lia’s eyes snapped wide open. “You're lying,” she 
murmured. 

“If you do not believe me, | can recite those words right 
here and now. | am certain it will be exactly the same prayer 
you know.” 

“Stop! | don’t want to hear it!” 

Zero was probably right. Lia turned pale fast. She covered 
her face with her hands and started crying. 

“How can you Say that? | just wanted to help people! | 
wanted to be useful! Why are you making me look like a bad 
person?!” 

She did not know anything. No. She didn’t try to know. 
She just did as she was told and performed miracles. 
Revered as a Saint, she thought she was doing a lot of work, 
believing she was saving people. 

When | looked at her, | felt frustrated and sorry. 

Then, | heard footsteps running down the hallway. | stood 
at the ready immediately, thinking it was guards. The door 
flung open. 

“Your Eminence! Is something wrong? What’s with all the 
ruckus?!” 

It was the attendant. Her gaze swept across the room, 
from Lia to Theo’s body, then finally rested on us. Her face 
stiffened. 

“Sanare!” Lia cried. 

Then | finally remembered. Sanare was the name of Lia’s 
attendant. 

“Sanare! What do we do?! Theo tried to stab me, but he 
was injured instead... Sanare, you don’t know anything 


about Magic, right? They’re saying you’re a witch from 
Wenias. It’s not true, right?” 

Lia got up and scampered towards Sanare, arms 
outstretched like a child crying for their parent’s help. But 
Sanare shook her hand off. 

“Useless woman,” the attendant said. 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Sanare turned around 
and rushed back where she came from at full speed. 

“Huh?” Standing still, Lia stared at her hand with a look of 
disbelief. Sanare abandoned her. Clearly and quickly. 

“Mercenary, we have to chase her!” 

“| know! I'll go after her. You stay here with Lia! Don’t let 
anyone in until | get back!” 

| bolted out of the room. 

Her red hair disheveled, Sanare dashed through the 
corridor, then down a flight of stairs, skipping a few steps at 
a time. 

“Help! Somebody, please help!” she yelled. “Someone’s 
attacking Her Eminence!” 

The mansion was Sanare’s territory, and there were many 
twists and turns, which made it difficult for a chase. To top it 
off, | had to beat up every single one of the remaining 
security guards inside. It didn’t take long for me to lose 
sight of the woman. 

My mind worked incredibly quickly. It was calm and 
calculating. 

Sanare must have known that Zero was a witch. The 
attendant was listening nearby when Zero asked Lia where 
she learned Magic. 

She knew that if people found out she was the 
mastermind behind everything, her plan to use the saint 
would not work anymore. If Zero showed the same miracles 
to the public and claimed that it was Magic, the world would 
know that Lia was a witch. 

That’s why Sanare tried to get me to their side, but when 
she realized | wouldn’t budge, she tried to frame me for the 


saint’s assassination. That plan, too, had failed, so now she 
was trying to escape. 

But where was she planning to go? She could leave the 
mansion and the Holy City, but then what? 

| heard people running in the distance, and | looked out 
the window. Outside was the back yard with a small shed in 
one corner. | Saw Sanare unlock the door and rush inside. 
Without hesitation, | jumped down from the window and 
followed Sanare into the shed. But there was no one there. 

The shed was filled with countless crates stacked on top 
of each other. 

“You think you can hide? It’s useless. Come out!” 

There was no response. | wrinkled my nose. It was night 
time now, and the stench of death from the lake drowned 
out Sanare’s smell. 

No, it wasn’t from the lake. 

“It’s coming from this room?” 

The strong smell of death wafted out from somewhere 
and surrounded me. Then | heard a lock clicking, followed by 
footsteps running downstairs. 

“The basement!” 

| pushed some crates aside and found a wooden door on 
the floor. | quickly lunged into it. It seemed to be locked 
from the other side. | tried pulling on the handle, but it 
would not budge. 

One of the best things about being born a monster was 
the monstrous strength. | could smash a boulder if | put my 
mind into it—though it would probably result in a broken fist 
as well. A wooden door was nothing. 

As | pulled on the handle with all | had, the wood securing 
the lock broke and the door flung open, revealing a staircase 
that led to the basement. The smell of corpses drifted out, 
somehow different from the ones on the lake. 

“Did she stash away corpses in the basement?!” 

| shrunk back for a second, but quickly gathered myself. | 
couldn’t turn back now. | scurried down the stairs. The 


sound of metal clanging echoed from below. As soon as | 
reached the bottom of the stairs, | realized what the sound 
was. 

Firmly locked iron bars prevented me from entering the 
room beyond it. The walls were made of damp stone piled 
on top of each other. Shelves and a desk cluttered the room. 
There was a lot of blood on the floor, and corpses lay 
stacked in one corner. 

It looked like a torture chamber. In the middle of the 
horrifying room stood Sanare, breathing heavily. 

“Holing up?” | said. “If you’re planning to wait for the 
guards to come and rescue you, | Suggest you give up. If | 
want to, | can use explosives to blow this room up with you 
in it!” 

“Explosives? Oh, how terrifying. But you’d be wise to 
reconsider. If you kill me, the saint dies.” Sanare rolled up 
her sleeve and showed me her wrist. 

On her arm was the Sacrixigs mark—or rather, from the 
way she spoke, it was the counterpart to Lia’s Sacrixigs, 
Amluxigs. | froze on the spot, and Sanare’s grating laughter 
rang out, reverberating in the chamber. 

“By the looks of it, | don’t need to explain,” she said. “1 
expected nothing less from the mercenary of a brilliant 
witch.” 

A brilliant witch? That can only mean one thing. 

“You know Zero?” 

“Of course.” Sanare rolled her eyes. 

| found no trace of the quiet attendant from before. | 
never knew a change in facial expression could change a 
person so much. The impression | had of Sanare as a “plain 
and composed attendant” had vanished. 

“A witch of the Murky Darkness who finds meaning in 
meaninglessness. And the prodigy who wrote the Grimoire 
of Zero! Doesn’t that sound wonderful? I’d like to be called 
that someday, too.” 


She looked enraptured as she put her hands on her 
cheeks and sighed like a woman talking about her dreams. 
Her behavior made me sick. 

“Unfortunately, | can’t use Magic, so it’s nothing but a 
pipe dream.” 

Wait, she can’t use Magic? 

“You need a better joke, ’cause that’s not funny.” 

“It’s true. I’ve never used Magic, not even once. | just 
found a gifted girl, taught her Magic, and made her use it.” 
Sanare looked at me with pity. “Your employer would have 
noticed if | used Magic. After all, witches can sniff out other 
witches.” 

“Bullshit! You gave Lia and Theo the mark! Amluxigs 
too...” 

“Oh, you really know your stuff. But | only did the 
branding, which is more like a necessary step before the 
spell is cast. The parts that require magical power were all 
done by the saint, and for the Amluxigs mark, all | had to do 
was engrave it and have the saint cast the spell 
afterwards.” 

| was reminded of the time when Pooch drew a Magic 
circle for Albus. If the mark was similar to a circle, then it 
didn’t matter who did the branding. 

“| actually wanted the saint to do the branding herself, 
but you know what she’s like. | doubt she can actually do it. 
The branding involves some fine details. Not everyone can 
do it. That’s why | did it. | didn’t want to draw attention, so | 
hid my face and dressed as a man. So if something 
happened, | could just say | believed in the saint’s miracles.’ 

Cal said that it was a masked manservant who did the 
branding. | realized then that it was a disguise to stay away 
from the spotlight. 

“Are you saying that Lia cast a spell that put her life on 
the line without even knowing it? How do you even know 
about Magic?!” 


, 


“Good question, but I’m not obliged to answer. | mean, 
what’s in it for me?” 

| punched the bars. The metal rods embedded deep in 
the ceiling and floor produced a low, dull sound that 
reverberated throughout the basement. 

“If you think you’re perfectly safe just because you have 
Amluxigs, think again. If Lia dies, you will have no substitute 
anymore. Which means if | stab you in the heart twice, you'll 
die too.” 

“My. You’re going to kill the saint just so you could kill 
me?” 

“Do | look like a saint to you?” 

Everything will be solved if this woman dies. I’m sure it’s 
fine if Lia’s sacrificed. It’s for the greater good. The thought 
urged me to take action. 

But Sanare showed no sign of fear. Instead, her lips 
curved into a smile. 

“Are you sure about this? If you kill me, you will never 
know where the copy of the Grimoire of Zero is.” 

“What...?” 

“You're searching for it, right?” She smiled as if she saw 
right through me. 

“Wait, there really isa copy?” 

“Of course. | was the one who wrote it.” 

| tried to say something, but words would not come out. 
We weren't even sure if the copy really existed, but what if 
it really did? 

“I'll tell you something about myself. | have a natural gift 
for transcription.” 

“Trans...crip... what?” 

“Oh, you don’t know? Transcription is making a written 
copy of something. | was able to join the Coven because of 
my talent. So | was able to teach the saint Magic, even 
though | didn’t have the ability to use it myself. Oh dear, | 
ended up answering the question. Silly me.” 


Lia learned Magic from someone else, which led us to 
believe that there was another person in this country who 
was proficient in Magic. But it seemed like we guessed 
wrong. Even if you couldn’t use Magic, you could still teach 
it. That’s why Zero couldn’t tell that Sanare was the 
mastermind. The attendant wasn’t a Mage. She was simply 
a powerless human with knowledge of Magic. 

A dry laughter escaped my lips. “I see... So you taught 
Lia Magic, turned her into a saint, and manipulated powerful 
people to do what you want. Very clever. You must’ve had a 
wonderful life!” 

A twisted laughter emerged from deep within Sanare. A 
laughter that got on one’s nerves. 

“A wonderful life? You think | went through all this trouble 
for something so trivial? Serve a woman who doesn’t even 
think for herself? Don’t be ridiculous!” Holding her sides, 
Sanare laughed out loud. Then she spoke again, this time as 
if she was teaching an ignorant child. “Il gave food and 
education to orphanages. Charity to the bedridden, 
pavement for dangerous roads, and levees for rivers that 
overflowed every year! | used all the money for those things 
using powerful people!” 

“Are you bragging? You sacrificed the lives of the poor for 
all that!” 

“So? | mean, can you blame me? They were useless.” 

“What?” 

“| hate useless people. They consume food and wear 
down roads without contributing anything. Their existence 
alone causes harm. What’s wrong with using people like that 
to help others?” 

For a moment, | couldn’t find any words of rebuttal. A 
part of me said she had a point. 

No. 

“Helping others? What are you talking about?” | said. “Do 
you mean driving doctors out of the country so the poor 
can’t receive medical attention?” 


“Doctors?” Sanare stopped laughing and stared at me. 
“Who cares if we have fewer doctors? Doctors exploit the 
poor, taking their whole livelihood for treatment. Are you 
saying they’re more noble than a saint who heals everyone 
for free?” 

Hatred burned in her eyes. But she was probably not 
looking at me. She had the same eyes as the priest. Bitter 
eyes that glowered at the past. 

“The doctors in this country have always been like that. 
They’re so busy treating the rich that they don’t even pay 
attention to the poor. Sometimes they treat the poor ona 
whim, acting like they were some compassionate god doing 
a great service. They abandon those who desperately need 
medical attention just because they don’t feel like it. They 
drive away kids who cry for help like they were vermin!” 

“It’s their fault,” she spat out. “It’s their fault that my 
mom and dad died! Doctors wouldn’t treat them! But they 
said it was my fault for being incompetent and useless. 
That’s right! | was incompetent and useless... But not 
anymore!” 

Sanare held her chest and dug her nails in, as if trying to 
Suppress her raging emotions. Gasping, she forced a smile. 
“So | stole their patients! | decided to show them real 
compassion. A disease that cannot be cured by doctors, but 

can be cured with divine miracles, and for free. And then 
what happened? Our noble doctors who wished to save 
people are moving to other countries where they can earn 
more! Isn’t that just hilarious?!” 

Sanare guffawed. The hatred in her eyes grew stronger. 
She was glaring at someone other than me. 

Probably doctors. 

She hated doctors, despised them for not saving the 
people she loved. And that hatred alone drove her this far. 

“Besides, | told them | would erase the mark if they 
donated the same amount of money | gave them. But 
almost no one ever came back to return the money. They 


said they used it all up for food and their kids. And then they 
ask me to erase the mark? Isn’t that just selfish? Then they 
plotted to abduct and assassinate the saint, which is just too 
funny. The most pitiful ones are the children. Theo, was it? 
He was planning to kill the saint all this time.” 

The moment she mentioned Theo’s name, | glared back 
at her. 

“Are you trying to provoke me?” 

“Not at all. Just stating a fact. Ah, poor Theo. He probably 
lost all purpose in life when he was abandoned.” 

“Shut up.” 

“He was crying, you know. Why didn’t Gramps take me 
with him? He must’ve really liked you. But you left him 
alone. Oh, he must’ve been so sad and frustrated. He 
must’ve thought he was worthless!” 

“I told you to shut the fuck up! Don’t you talk about 
Theo!” 

“That probably made him want to kill the saint more. To 
regain his worth. And as a farewell gift to you, whom he 
thought was dead.” 

“Shut your mouth, you bitch!” 

Drawing my sword, | struck the bars. Sparks flew, 
illuminating the dark basement for an instant. | slashed at 
the bars repeatedly with all my strength, but | could only 
scratch them. 

“I'd appreciate it if you didn’t take out your anger on me. 
| tried to cheer him up, you know? He was crying, so | gave 
him a hug, and whispered, ‘You protect the saint.’ | told him 
he would be alone with the saint when she was in danger. 
He was happy to know that he would have the opportunity 
to kill her. And that opportunity came quicker than 
expected.” 

The guys from Fort Lotus stormed the Holy City, resulting 
in less security. All alone with Lia in the understaffed 
mansion, Theo stabbed her. 


“| thought it would be the most moving tale if after the 
adjudicator’s death, a child died protecting the saint. It 
would be a great excuse to get rid of the anti-saint people. 
Am | smart or what? I’m so competent!” 

Hatred raged within her. Hatred from being oppressed 
and exploited in the past. And it made Sanare who she was 
today. 

| clenched my fists even tighter and pressed my forehead 
against the bars. 

It was too much. 

| hated Sanare for killing Theo. | wanted to kill her. To 
make her suffer the same fate he did. But it felt like all those 
emotions affirmed her actions, and it made me sick. 

They were simply weak. Both Sanare and Theo. So 
hopelessly weak. Oppressed, they let the hatred in them 
grow strong. 

Cursing herself for being weak, Sanare joined the Coven 
of Zero in search of power. When she found out she couldn’t 
use Magic, she looked for someone who could use it for her. 
Her quick-wittedness and ability to take action was the 
power she found. 

“Theo knew what it meant to have the mark,” | said. 
“How did you get him to agree to be branded?” 

“Il told him it was a requirement for being the saint’s 
errand boy. He couldn’t refuse. He probably thought he 
wouldn’t die immediately. As long as he could kill the saint 
before he died, he was fine with it. He didn’t think he’d die 
an instant death!” 

Sanare shook with laughter, laughter that seemed to 
come from deep within. 

“He must have really hated the saint,” Sanare said. “1 
wonder if his parents died from the mark. How pitiful, if that 
was the case. But that’s not really the saint’s fault, is it? Is 
there a difference between working hard to earn money 
then dying from exhaustion, and dying from taking on 


someone else’s injuries and illnesses with the mark? None!” 
Her face twisted. 

“You know how people blame the dead for overworking 
themselves? If those who bore the mark didn’t want to die, 
they should have strived to get it erased! If they don’t repay 
me, they die. If people stop working and don’t earn money, 
they die. Same thing. Then why blame the saint and call her 
a witch? That’s why | hate useless people who only rely on 
miracles and pity!” 

It sounded like she was saying the words to her 
oppressed past self. 

“They take for granted what’s free. They don’t try to put 
in the effort. They don’t even understand the concept of fair 
exchange. Don’t you think such useless people should at 
least offer their health to those who are working hard and 
contributing to society?!” 

| couldn’t refute her. Perhaps she was right. The 
absolutely useless bunch should at least serve as 
nourishment instead. 

But it was too cruel—incredibly animalistic, and not 
humane at all. 

Suddenly Sanare looked behind me, and with a dismal air 
to her, she narrowed her eyes. 

“The star has finally arrived,” she said. “You sure love 
taking your time.” 

“Mercenary!” 

It was Zero’s voice. Startled, | turned around. 

“You idiot! | told you to look after Lia!” 

A small black figure jumped and gently landed on my 
Shoulder. | stared at it, lost for words. It was a black cat with 
neat fur. For some reason, it lay on my shoulder. Small 
animals usually stayed away from Beastfallen. 

The cat tilted its head and wagged its tail gracefully. 

“There is no need for concern. My body is with the saint. 
If something goes wrong over there, | will notice it 
immediately.” 


The cat spoke, and it had Zero’s voice. No doubt about it. 

This would be the second time | had encountered a 
talking animal. The first time was a mouse that Thirteenth 
used to summon me to his chambers. 

“| get it. A familiar!’ 

The cat’s pupils widened in surprise. “So you know about 
them. Impressive,” the cat said. “| was wondering how you 
were doing, so | borrowed the body of a cat walking around 
the area. As expected, you are having a hard time.” 

“AS you can see, I’d love to blow up the bars with 
explosives, but killing that woman would kill Lia too.” 

“Do not worry about that. The saint cast a spell on 
herself. All | need to do is negate the Magic, and its effect 
will disappear.” 

“Did you do it?” | asked. 

“After learning everything, the saint herself gave up her 
Magic,” the cat replied, wagging its tail gracefully. 

“Then if | kill her...” 

“Only she will die.” The cat turned to Sanare. “What will 
you do now, Attendant? Amluxigs has lost its effect. The 
saint has joined our side. There is no point in barricading 
yourself here, is there? If you provide us with the 
information we want and return quietly to Wenias, we will 
Spare you.” 

Sanare regarded the cat on my shoulder—Zero—with a 
look of disinterest. After a long silence, she let out a long 
and deep sigh. 

“Are you stupid? You think | came down here without a 
plan?” 

Sanare flashed a sneer. | thought there was a secret 
passage that led outside, but she was standing still. Then 
she opened her arms wide, puffed her chest out, and gently 
closed her eyes. 

“Everything | have is here. No one but me can enter this 
place, and no one can get me out of here. Warm and safe, in 


the belly of my dear mother. And today, from this room, | 
will be born.” 

What the fuck is she talking about? Did she just lose her 
mind? 

The cat stiffened. “Mercenary,” it said. “Look at the floor. 
There are grooves carved into it. That is a Magic circle!” 

“What? But she said she can’t use Magic.” 

A loud, shrill laughter erupted, echoing throughout the 
basement. | covered my ears. 

Holding her sides, Sanare stuck her hand into a small 
pouch hanging from her waist. “Do you know what this is?” 
she said. 

It was a vial filled with red liquid. | had no idea what it 
was. 

When | said nothing, Sanare grinned from ear to ear. “It’s 
your blood, Mercenary. Do you remember? You fought the 
priest in the back yard. After that, | wiped your blood with 
my clothes. A lot of it.” 


“This is horrible!” 


She tried to wipe the blood from my arm with her apron 
back then. 

“You know that the head of a Beastfallen is the best 
sacrifice you can offer for Sorcery and Magic, right? But it’s 
actually not just the head. Even a drop of their blood is 
valuable for the practice of witchcraft. The moment | saw 
you, | wanted you so bad. | wanted your head, your blood, 
your claws, and your organs... | wanted every bit of you!” 

| remembered Sanare’s face when she looked at her 
apron dripping with blood, biting her lip. | shuddered. She 
probably bit her lip to stop herself from laughing. The 
reason she wanted me to be the saint’s guard was because 
she wanted my body as a Sacrifice. 

“But you just said you can’t use Magic!” | bellowed. “You 
had no aptitude for it, so you joined the Coven as a 


transcriber!” 

“You're right. | can’t use Magic. Magic from the Grimoire 
of Zero, that is!” 

Raising her arms, Sanare slammed the vial to the floor. 
Blood poured from the broken glass and flowed into a 
narrow groove carved into the floor. 

Zero gasped as she watched the circle of blood quickly 
coming together. 

“An owl that governs resurrection, and a symbol of the 
immortal dragon?! It cannot be! Are you going to use 
Necromancy?!” The cat’s fur stood on end. 

“Necromancy?” | asked. 

“It is a highly advanced Sorcery that calls back the souls 
of the dead from beyond. It is theoretically possible to 
convert it to Magic, but it was never perfected. | never wrote 
about it in the grimoire either. She might have the Magic 
circle and the sacrifice, but that is not enough.” 

“Correction,” Sanare said. “Magic circle, sacrifice, and 
Magic potion.” 

Zero’s jaw dropped. There were small bottles placed on 
all sides of the red circle. 

| thought only Thirteenth could create Magic potions. 

“The Grimoire of Zero is composed of four chapters: 
Hunting, Capture, Harvest, and Protection. | didn’t have the 
aptitude in any of them, but what about Magic that’s not in 
the book? Perhaps I’m much more proficient in them than 
you, Zero.” 

Blood filled all the grooves, completing the Magic circle. 

“Zero. It’s an honor to have you here. As a witness to my 
Magic experiment!” 

This ts bad. | can’t just stand around and do nothing. 

Before Sanare could begin chanting, | pulled a throwing 
knife and hurled it. But before it could reach Sanare, it lost 
momentum and fell to the floor. 

“What?! How?!” 


“It’s no use,” Sanare sneered. “I told you. This basement 
is my domain. It has multiple layers of wards to prevent 
interference from the outside. | was never afraid of you!” 

“I thought you couldn’t use Magic!” 

“No,” Zero said bitterly. “The attendant has potions. It no 
longer matters whether she has the aptitude for Magic or 
not.” 

“Can’t you negate her spell from the outside?” 

“Il can only negate Magic spells that | created. | cannot 
interfere with unknown Magic.” 

Then all we can do ts wait and watch what happens? 

Sanare pulled out a slender knife and, in a ritualistic 
motion, pointed it at the middle of her chest. The bottles 
resting around the circle shattered simultaneously, and 
Sanare began her slow chanting. 





“Darz Duse Reigedum Worg. O’ King of Despair, who lords 
over the crossroads of desire and longing. Hear the cries of 
regret of the hateful dead writhing in the eternal flame!” 

A dark red mist billowed from the Magic circle, 
Surrounding Sanare, and drifted towards the corpses 
scattered in the basement. The moment it touched the dead 
bodies, they started wriggling about. 

“What the hell... You can’t be serious!” | took a step back. 

Zero gasped. “I am surprised she can command the same 
demon as me.” 

“Now’s not the time to be impressed!” 

“How can! not be impressed? “King of Despair who lords 
over the crossroads of desire and longing” is the name of a 
high-ranked demon that controls death. | wished to create 
resurrection Magic as well, so | appealed to the demon, but | 
only created Segtor Metis, a spell in which spirits and the 
dead devour each other. | sealed it away in the Forbidden 
Chapter and did not include it in the grimoire.” 

“To the ashes of rotting bones, deep in the dregs of 
death, | offer my flesh and blood so you may breathe once 
more!” 

The red mist converged around Sanare’s chest. 

“Chapter of the Dead, Page One: Damwita! Grant me 
power, for | am Sanare!” 

She thrust the knife deep into her own heart. 

“Idiot! What are you—” 

The swirling mass of mist around Sanare burst forth, 
rushing from the basement and out to the surface. 

Silence descended. The corpses now lay still. | thought 
Sanare’s Magic failed, but | was immediately proven wrong. 
The corpses, with their decayed flesh and rotten bones, 
rose to their feet. How they could stand up was beyond me. 

Moving like puppets controlled by an amateur, they 
slammed themselves onto the bars separating us from the 
chamber, moaning and groaning. 


| took a step back, and a cheerful laughter, unbefitting 
this repulsive scene, echoed in the basement. 

“Yes, they’re moving!” Sanare exclaimed. “How 
wonderful! Corpses are walking!” 

Sanare was laughing, face down in the middle of the 
Magic circle. She was bleeding profusely with the knife still 
in her chest. The wound should have killed her instantly. 
Seeing her laugh was more eerie and sinister than the 
moving corpses. 

“Why did you create such a spell?!” Zero said. “Look at 
them! They do not have a will of their own! They are nothing 
but wooden puppets fueled by hatred!” 

“Why? That’s a silly question,” Sanare replied. “Because | 
can. The theory was there, so | created it. Now I’ve 
demonstrated that | can cast the same Magic that the Boss 
created.” 

The members of the Coven of Zero referred to their 
founder as the Boss. In reality it was actually Thirteenth 
hiding his real identity. 

“Magic potions and the Boss?” | said. “Is Thirteenth 
actually behind all this?!” 

“That is absurd! Thirteenth returned to the cellar,” Zero 
said. “What is the point in sowing seeds of chaos in Cleon?!” 

Then who was Sanare referring to? 

Sanare breathed a sigh. “It’s not that | didn’t have any 
aptitude in Magic. | just couldn’t use the spells contained in 
the Grimoire of Zero. It’s exactly as the Boss said. Now l’ma 
Mage too! | can help them. | can be by their side.” 

The floor began to glow again. A faint, dazzling light 
enveloped Sanare’s body. It was a familiar sight. | had been 
inside that light before. 

“A forced summoning?!” 

Zero was shocked. The only people who could use forced 
Summoning were Thirteenth and Zero’s master, and the 
latter was killed by Thirteenth. 

Then who could possibly summon Sanare except him? 


Sanare was completely wrapped in a blinding light. | 
couldn’t see her anymore. Yet she still spoke. 

“As thanks for the Beastfallen blood, I’ll give you some 
good info. The Grimoire of Zero is composed of four 
chapters. Of course, | transcribed all of them. But the only 
chapter | brought to Cleon was the Chapter of Protection. Do 
you know what this means?” 

“It cannot be.” Zero’s voice quavered. “You divided the 
grimoire? Did you create four separate books? Why?! Where 
are they right now?!” 

Sanare chuckled. “All is for the noble goal of Cestum,” 
she said. “| wonder if Her Eminence is all right. | just hope 
she’s not under attack by moving corpses.” 

The light from the Magic circle vanished, and so did 
Sanare. Her parting words filled me with inexplicable fear 
and repulsion. 

Necromancy. What if its effect was not limited to this 
basement? 

“Oh, no. Saint, run!” Zero shouted all of a sudden. 
“Mercenary, return immediately. Theo is—!” 

The cat stiffened and fell off, but | quickly caught it mid- 
air. Slowly it began to move. It hissed when it saw me, then 
scurried up the stairs. 

| followed it out of the basement. When | made it out to 
the back yard, | froze. Something was there. 

It took a step forward, making awkward, puppet-like 
movements. Next | heard water splashes, like a wet rag 
slamming on the ground. 

A shiver ran down my back. 

What if the effect of Sanare’s Necromancy was not 
limited to the basement? What if all the corpses in Akdios 
started moving? | knew very well just how many bodies lay 
submerged in the lake behind the mansion. Not just ten or 
twenty, but countless rotting corpses. 

| raised my head. The scene | saw would probably give 
me nightmares for a while. 


Decaying corpses were swarming the walls that 
separated the mansion grounds from the outside. 





Chapter 12: The Saint’s 
Miracle 


Screams rose from all over the mansion. The whole place 
was in chaos. Dreadful moving corpses were coming in 
droves. 

“Corpses... They’re moving!” 

“Damn it. Swords can’t stop them!” 

| ran to the main gate of the mansion and saw several 
guards surrounded by corpses. They probably gathered here 
after hearing that a Beastfallen attacked the saint’s 
mansion. 

There were four... No, five corpses. A corpse missing its 
lower body was crawling on the ground with both arms. | 
shivered. Even when torn apart, they still moved. The 
revolting scene made me nauseous. 

The crawling corpse grabbed a guard’s foot and bit it. 

“N-No! Stop!” 

He screamed and fell to ground, swinging his sword 
frantically. Letting out shrieks, the other men collapsed as 
well, aS more corpses lunged at them. 

These things eat humans?! 

Now was not the time to be sneaky. Drawing my sword, | 
rushed to the front gate and drove my weapon into the 
corpses’ bodies with all my strength, swinging it upwards. 

| felt their bones crumble through the wet clothes and 
rotten flesh. | continued my onslaught, never letting up until 
all corpses were rolling on the ground. | pulled away the one 
last corpse biting a guard’s leg. 

But as expected, that didn’t make the guards feel any 
better. Just when they were free from the moving dead, an 


armed Beastfallen had appeared. 

“No... Someone, he—!” 

Before they could scream for help, | forced one on his 
feet. 

“Take the rest of the guys in the mansion and get to the 
church!” 

“What? Th-The church?” 

“It’s made of stone and it has a sturdy door. It won’t get 
destroyed that easily. I'll go get the saint. Now stop 
dawdling around! Move! I’m sure God will help us.” | bolted 
towards the mansion. 

There shouldn’t be anyone fearless enough to try and 
capture me in this situation. Even trained soldiers could not 
put up a brave front in the face of human-eating corpses. 

| dashed through the front hall and up the grand 
staircase. Glancing out the window, | saw corpses rushing to 
the first-floor windows. 

“Why are they trying to get into the mansion?!” 

Is there some mysterious item here that attracts the 
dead? | was worried about Zero and Lia. And Theo. 

Fortunately, there was almost no one in the mansion. The 
servants probably evacuated when | chased Sanare around 
earlier. Some of the mansion guards had left to pursue Cal’s 
diversionary unit, significantly weakening security. 

Because of that, | was able to head straight for Lia’s 
chambers without passing anyone. However, when | got to 
the room, the door was wide open, and there was no one 
inside. 

As expected, Theo’s body was gone as well. 

“Shit! Where are they?!” 

They must be hiding somewhere, but the smell of death 
was so strong that it was impossible to track them by scent. 
| tried listening for footsteps, but the inside of the mansion 
was eerily devoid of any human presence. All | could hear 
was the groaning of corpses from below. 

Are they hiding somewhere? 


| looked around the hallway for some clues and saw a 
small bag at the end of the corridor. As | picked it up, a 
broken pin caught my eyes. 

It was the pin | gave to Zero as a gift. This was no doubt 
Zero’s bag. It must have fallen when the straps snapped. 
Judging by the cut, it looked like someone attacked her with 
a bladed weapon. 

“Corpses use weapons too?” 

| looked up and regarded the door in front of me. | 
learned that it led to a study back when they gave mea 
tour of the mansion. There was slimy blood on the handle, 
dark but not dry. 

| opened the door and stepped inside. There was no 
illumination save for the moonlight shining through the 
window. The moment | saw a small figure standing under 
the light, | froze. 

Neat clothes, brown hair damaged by the sun, and a 
large knife in his hand, which he said was a memento of his 
father. He was staring at a small door at the back of the 
study. 

“Theo?” 

The boy turned around to face me. 

“God damn it...!” 

Its face was pale, its eyes lifeless but rolling. Its tongue 
hung down from a half-open mouth, and the voice that 
came out of its throat did not sound human. 

It was a corpse. This thing might be walking, but it was 
not Theo. 

| felt sick to my stomach. As | covered my mouth, Theo 
held his knife high. Imagining what would happen next, | 
almost fell to my knees. 

“No, stop... Please!” 

| took a step back. The next instant, the corpse that was 
once Theo let out a ghastly moan and rushed towards me, 
knife in hand. 


It doesn’t even recognize people, huh? Or does he hate 
me for abandoning him? 

If that was the case, then maybe | should not avoid his 
attack. Without realizing it, | lowered my sword, its tip 
touching the floor. 

“Do not let it fool you, Mercenary!” Zero shouted. “That is 
not Theo!” 

Zero’s voice snapped me back to my senses, and | 
quickly raised my weapon. | felt a heavy impact on the tip of 
my sword. My eyes grew wide open. 

Theo had charged straight into my sword. It appeared as 
if he did not have any intention of evading it, like he didn’t 
even see the sword. The wide and not-so-sharp sword tip 
plunged deep into Theo’s belly, but that didn’t stop him 
from coming at me. 

“No... Stop it...” 

Feet firmly on the floor, Theo walked forward. The tip of 
the sword went through his stomach. Unable to bear the 
sensation of piercing a child’s stomach, | let go of the sword. 

Theo stumbled under the weight of the sword and fell on 
his back. The knife in his hand rolled to the side. 

“Theo!” 

| immediately helped him up, pulled out the sword from 
his belly, and threw it away. A moment later, Theo opened 
his mouth so wide that it looked like he was going to 
dislodge his jaw, and bit at my neck. 

There was no pain. A child’s jaw could not break through 
my skin covered in thick fur. Still, the strength he put into 
his bite made it also seem like he was actually alive. 

His body was cold and stiff. It was only a corpse. 

“It is over, Mercenary,” Zero said. 

Theo’s body shook, then stopped moving. It felt as if Zero 
had killed Theo. 


| could only sit there stunned with Theo’s motionless 
body in my arms. 


“lam sorry.” 

Zero’s words suddenly brought me back to reality. When | 
looked up, all | could see was the witch’s mouth under her 
hood. She was biting her lip. Was it red because of blood? 

“Magic kills people. Magic can even control the dead. | 
invented Magic to help people, but lives are being toyed 
with because of it. | am to blame for everything. It is my 
fault for writing the Grimoire of Zero. | am sorry.” Her words 
were bitter and heavy. 

But they did not have an effect on me. | told her 
countless times that it wasn’t her fault. That she was 
overthinking things. That she didn’t need to feel 
responsible. Zero always replied that it was beside the 
point. 

If | really meant that, then why did | hate her so much 
right now? 

| was merely spitting out sound arguments from an 
outsider’s standpoint. Now | could understand how Zero felt. 

| let the words flow out of my mouth. “You’re right. It /s 
your fault. So?” 

“What?” 

“Did you think you'd be forgiven if you admit you were to 
blame? Did you think your apology would make me feel 
better? Would it bring Theo back?” 

Zero searched for words to Say. 

“No matter what you say, the dead won’t come back to 
life. You blame yourself and apologize to make yourself feel 
better. Am | wrong?” 

“You are absolutely right.” Zero hung her head low, her 
hood covering most of her face. | could not tell what 
expression she was wearing. Her attitude pissed me off. 

| stood up, grabbed her collar, and pulled her close. 
“Then don’t apologize ever again unless you really mean it!” 
| looked her straight in the eye, glaring at my own self 
reflected in her mystic, bluish-purple eyes. “I'll never say 
that it’s not your fault ever again. Yeah. It’s all your fault! 


You're the root cause of all this mess! But so what? You said 
it yourself. It doesn’t matter whose fault it is. What’s 
important is finding out who we need to beat up to solve 
this problem.” 

This wouldn’t have happened if she had not invented 
Magic. But that being said, Magic wouldn’t have spread if 
Thirteenth had not taken the Grimoire of Zero to the outside 
world. Theo would still be living with his parents if Sanare 
had not brought the copy to Cleon, and he wouldn’t have 
stabbed Lia if | had not abandoned him. 

| could look everywhere, and | would find someone to 
blame. But what good would that do? Zero was already here 
to take responsibility for what she had done. 

It wasn’t her that | needed to take down. 

“There’s only one person | can’t forgive. That bitch who 
used Theo like a tool, killed him, then toyed around with his 
corpse using twisted Magic! | swear I'll chase her to the 
edge of the world and rip her to shreds!” 

| was not an outsider anymore. This shit was personal 
now. | held a grudge against Magic. | was no longer just 
Zero’s bodyguard. 

“You can’t stop me from going after that bitch. If there’s 
someone giving her orders, then I'll fucking kill them as 
well. You better be prepared. If | need you, I’ll tie you up 
with a rope and take you with me!” 

| pushed Zero away. She staggered and fell on her 
backside. She stared at me with a confused look, then 
suddenly her eyes grew wide. 

“Behind you!” 

A corpse was lunging at me. 

“| know there’s a corpse there! Quit shouting at me!” 

| grabbed the corpse’s head and flung it out the window. 

Cutting it down would not kill it anyway. There was no 
other way to get rid of the corpse except by doing this. The 
only body special to me was Theo’s; the rest of them were 
just chunks of moving, rotting flesh. 


Peering down the corridor from the study, | Saw a crowd 
of corpses streaming in from the grand staircase leading to 
the first floor. | hurriedly closed the door. There was a tall 
shelf—as tall as me—next to it, which | moved to block the 
entrance. 

“There’s no time to waste.” 

| took off my cloak, wrapped Theo’s body in it, and picked 
him up. It didn’t matter if he wouldn’t move anymore. | 
couldn’t leave him behind. 

“So, where’s Lia?” | asked. “You didn’t leave her behind 
somewhere, did you?” 

“lam not that cruel,” Zero replied. “She is over there.” 

She pointed to the door at the back of the study—the 
door Theo was trying to enter. | opened it. It was dark inside, 
and | could hear the sobbing of a frightened woman. 

“You can come out now, Lia. Theo’s just a normal corpse 
now.” 

The sobbing didn’t stop, and she showed no signs of 
coming out. Letting out a sigh, | stepped away from the 
door. She couldn’t leave otherwise. 

Zero instead peeked inside the door and silently reached 
out. Then a hand came out of the darkness and grabbed 
Zero’s hand. 

They seemed to have gotten quite close while | was away. 
Considering that Zero saved her when she was abandoned 
by Sanare and attacked by Theo, it was hardly 
unreasonable. 

“You two might not have realized it because you’ve been 
holed up in here, but for some reason, hordes of corpses are 
headed for this mansion. Do you know anything, Witch?” 

“This is merely speculation,” Zero shot a glance at Lia, 
“but from the attendant’s chanting, it must be because of 
the saint.” 

“M-Me?” Lia’s voice tightened in fear. 

Zero nodded. “| believe the attendant said ‘Hear the cries 
of regret of the hateful dead writhing in the eternal flame.’ It 


is safe to assume that those corpses are powered by 
grudge, hatred, and regret. Many of the people in Akdios 
died while wishing to be saved by the saint. That is most 
likely why they are heading for this mansion. To search for 
her.” 

Lia opened her mouth gingerly. “I-If | died, would it solve 
everything?” 

“Out of the question,” | said flatly before Zero could 
answer. “We will not kill you to fix things.” 

| was certain she was about to say “Then please kill me.” 
After discovering she was a witch who had killed countless 
people, and that Sanare had abandoned her, she surely 
believed her life was practically worthless. 

Lia’s teary eyes widened, and she glared at me. “Why 
not? You yourself think I’m better off dead.” 

“No, | don’t! Well, | did, a while ago, but uhh, that was my 
mistake. I’m sorry.” 

“But you tried to kill me! You said it was all my fault for 
being alive...” 

“| said I’m sorry! Theo’s death made me lose my cool.” 

“That’s right. Theo died because of me! He was so 
young... And many others are dead too! | can’t be the only 
one to stay alive—” 

“Calm down, both of you,” Zero said. “Unfortunately, or 
perhaps fortunately, the saint’s death will not change the 
current situation. The dead will simply start wandering 
around looking for their next objective. Akdios will become a 
hellscape where the dead devour the living. We have to 
prevent that from happening.” 

“How?” 

“By burning them.” 

Zero picked up a three-pronged candlestick that hung on 
the wall. Without chanting, she summoned a small fire on 
her fingertips and lit each candle, illuminating the room 
Slightly. The smell of soot made me sneeze. 


“Since time immemorial, fire is believed to be sacred. It is 
actually effective too. That is why witches are burned, to 
make certain that they do not come back to life.” 

“Sounds perfect for the walking dead.” 

“But we have no way to burn all of them at once. Going 
around carrying torches is practically impossible, and | can 
only burn a few bodies at once with Flagis. | do not have 
enough magical power to burn them all. We need a plan.” 
Zero cocked her head. 

“The corpses are after me, right?” Lia cut in. “I can stay 
in the mansion, while you two set it on fire.” She forced a 
smile. 

| flicked Lia’s forehead with my curled-up claws. “Are you 
stupid? We’re trying to think of something here so you don’t 
die.” 

“But they’ll chase me everywhere | go and hurt everyone 
around. I’ve had enough of it! I’d rather die than let people 
get hurt because of me!” 

“| said we won't let you die! Man, you’re stubborn. You 
can still use your life for something! Besides, one guy’s 
definitely going to go mad if he finds out you’re dead.” 

“What?” Lia blinked. She probably had no idea who | was 
referring to. “Who would that be?” 

“Him.” | glanced at the white feather necklace she was 
wearing. 

Light returned to her dispirited eyes. The necklace was a 
gift from Cal, a symbol of his promise to come pick her up 
someday. 

If | told him Lia was dead—or we left her to die, he would 
definitely do whatever it took to kill me, even putting his life 
on the line. 

He seemed like the gentle type, but he was extremely 
attached to Lia. He hadn’t forgotten about her ever since 
they were kids. 

| heaved a sigh. 


“Ah!” Zero raised her voice all of a sudden. “We can 
simply use the saint as bait, and then rescue her right 
before the mansion goes down in flames.” 

“What are you, stupid? We won't have this problem if we 
can do that.” 

“Perhaps we can. We simply need to rescue her from the 
Skies. | Know a man who can fly.” 

My eyes opened wide. | Knew him as well. “It’s gonna be 
a gamble. We don’t know if he’ll come.” 

“It is a gamble, but our chances of success are decent.” 

The door to the study suddenly shook. The corpses, 
hearing Lia’s voice, were beginning to ram the door. 

“It seems we do not have time to discuss our plan here,” 
Zero said. “Let us get to the roof first.” 

“Hmm... The roof, huh?” | said. “We’ll have to go out the 
window and then climb up. Come, you two!” 

Since we were on the top floor, we only needed to climb a 
Short distance to get to the roof. There were plenty of 
sculptures and protrusions on the roof that | could use to 
hook ropes. | couldn’t ask for more in this situation. 

However, | had to carry a child and two women. | had 
never carried three people at once before, but | was sure it 
would work out. 


Leaving Lia alone on the roof, Zero and | descended back 
to the first floor of the mansion. Zero had deployed a barrier 
that would prevent the corpses from getting close to Lia. 
Even if the dead climbed to the roof, she should be safe for 
a while. 

But the barrier could not block non-witchcraft related 
things like flames. If we set the mansion on fire, Cal would 
probably come to her rescue. It was a huge gamble, but Lia 
believed in her childhood friend. 


“He will come. I’m sure of it. Cal always protected 
me.” 


The hawk Beastfallen wasn’t in on the plan, so there was 
no guarantee he would come. We told her that she could 
still back out. 


“I planned to die anyway,” she said, smiling. “If Cal 
didn’t come, it means that God wants me dead.” 


After confirming that the corpses were on the second 
floor, we took some wine and oil from the pantry in the 
cellar and poured them around the mansion. Wine and oil 
burned well, after all. 

“They haven’t seen each other for ten years,” | said as | 
soaked the curtains with fine wine. “I have no idea how she 
can have that much faith in him.” 

Zero chuckled as she poured oil on the carpets. “Distance 
and time cannot easily separate hearts that have once 
connected. For ten years, | waited for Thirteenth to return, 
alone.” 

“Right. Thirteenth.” My expression became more bitter. 

| wondered what Zero thought about the possibility of 
Thirteenth being involved in this case. 

“Well, Thirteenth didn’t return, did he? Do you really think 
Cal will come?” 

“| do not play a game | know | cannot win. Hawk can fly 
even at night. When he sees the Holy City burning, he will 
come for sure. And another thing...” 

“Hmm?” 

“Thirteenth did not return, but you did.” A soft smile 
formed on Zero’s lips. 

She was probably talking about that time | left her and 
she got imprisoned by Thirteenth. | climbed a high, sheer 
cliff and up a tower to pick her up. 

“| wager Hawk will come,” she said. “I am done here. This 
is the last room. Let us set fire to it and leave.” 


Zero held out the candlestick to me. No turning back now, 
/ guess. | took the candlestick from Zero, lit the curtains up, 
and left the room with Theo’s body in my arms. 

After leaving the mansion, we set fire to some corpses 
that were roaming the yard, and then moved to the roof of a 
nearby house. It was a sturdy and elegant house, as one 
would expect from a residence built near the saint’s 
mansion. Fortunately there was no sign of anyone else 
around. The inhabitants seemed to have escaped the 
moment corpses started crawling out of the lake. 

“The fire is so huge, it looks like daytime,” Zero said. 
“Perhaps we did not need the lantern.” 

Zero watched the burning mansion as she lit up the 
lanterns she took from inside. The wine and oil served as 
tremendous fuel. The flames spread wildly while we moved 
to this spot, fire spewing out of the windows. 

Zero arranged the lanterns in a circle so Cal would easily 
notice us. / sure hope this catches his attention. 

“Look!” screamed someone. “The saint’s mansion is 
burning!” 

Whoever it was raced towards town. It didn’t take long for 
people to learn what was happening. 

Before | knew it, people had gathered around the 
mansion, feeling anxious. 

“Where’s Her Eminence?” they asked. 

“Look!” One of the onlookers pointed to the roof. “She’s 
over there! The dead are attacking her!” 

Even from the ground, they could see Lia on the roof and 
the horde of corpses surrounding her. 

The corpses streamed out the windows, crawled up the 
walls, and rushed to the roof where Lia was. Those that 
couldn’t make it to the roof fell to the ground like lifeless 
puppets. Still they rose back up, dragging their limbs, so 
they could climb to the roof again. 

“That’s some tenacity right there,” | said. “You sure it’ll all 
work out?” 


“| have explained this to you before. If a witch cannot 
create perfect wardings, they will be devoured by demons.” 

Said warding was made of “letters” and “words.” | could 
not completely trust it. 

But despite my worries, the warding was effective. The 
roof was filled with corpses except for the small area around 
Lia. She was down on her knees, clasping both hands 
together and praying to God. 

Almost looks like a miracle. 

As if reading my thoughts, the crowd below us stirred. 

“It’s a miracle. The Goddess has blessed Her Eminence! 
That’s why those corpses can’t get near her!” 

“That is my warding,” Zero grumbled as she looked to the 
skies, searching for Cal. “Il am the astounding one, not the 
saint.” 

In my opinion, the most astounding one around was Lia 
kneeling in the middle of corpses and flames. | kept the 
thoughts to myself, though. 

| followed Zero’s gaze, but all | could see were the moon 
and stars. The dazzling flames blotted them out. 

| directed my gaze at the mansion once more. The flames 
were about to reach the roof at any moment. If that 
happened, even “God’s miracle” would not be able to 
protect Lia. If the horde of corpses didn’t devour her, the 
flames would. 

“Will he really come? Will he make it in time?” 

“| do not Know. | am praying to God that he will.” Zero 
quietly clenched her fists as she looked up at the sky. 

The tension in the air was palpable. | also subconsciously 
clenched my fists and stared at the sky, looking for a white 
figure. 

Come on. Please notice the fire. 

Flames shot up over the edge of the roof. Ironically, the 
corpses rushing to the roof became a wall, blocking the 
flames and protecting Lia from the heat. 


But it would not last long. The raging flames consumed 
the frame of the mansion. | could see the roof beginning to 
collapse. Lia flinched, terrified by the flames. 

The warding only had a small range, and it was 
surrounded by walking corpses. There was no escape for 
Lia. Even if the foundation held, the situation would be no 
different than being burned at the stake. 

Then suddenly | noticed Lia acting strange. | squinted. In 
her hand was a knife. 

“Shit! She has Theo’s knife!” 

| had forgotten to retrieve the knife that rolled into the 
corner of the room when | held Theo down. Lia had picked it 
up and kept it hidden. It was obvious what she needed it for. 

“She’s going to kill herself!” 

“No, he will make it.” Staring at the sky, Zero’s eyes lit 
up. “| Suppose the Church’s God is not so worthless, after 
all. Look.” 

She pointed to the sky and waved the lantern around. 
When | turned my head, | saw a white figure gliding across 
the red skies. 

Noticing the light from the lantern, Cal glided down 
towards us, landing with a few powerful flaps of his wings. 

“Mercenary! Zero! What the hell are you guys doing?!” 
Why is the mansion on fire? | could see the flames from the 
top of the hill! You better have Lia with you!” 

“lam glad you are here, Hawk,” Zero said. “We do not 
have time to explain the situation. Look at the roof of the 
mansion!” 

Cal turned his head towards the mansion. His beak 
opened wide. Perhaps he dropped his jaw at the horrifying 
sight. 

He needed no explanation. It was clear that Lia’s life was 
in danger, and there was no time to lose. 

The saint was about to pierce her heart. In a split-second, 
Cal nocked an arrow and fired towards her. The arrow flew 


straight through the flames and hit the knife, knocking it out 
of Lia’s hand. 

Cal dashed from the roof and took flight. Zero and | 
covered our eyes from the turbulence. When | looked up, Cal 
was already flying high in the sky, circling around ina 
gliding position. 

“Lia! Hold out your hand and I'll grab it!” 

Lia turned her eyes above. The moment she saw Cal, she 
immediately relaxed, all the tension leaving her body. 

“Cal! | knew you would come for me!” 

Lia stretched her arm out fully. Cal came gliding at 
incredible speed, but it was too late. The roof collapsed, and 
Lia’s body was thrown into the flames. The crowd of people 
screamed and covered their eyes in despair. 

But Cal never slowed down. He dove straight into the 
raging flames without hesitation. A moment later, a white 
figure flew out of the vortex of flames. Sparks spattered. 





It was Cal, carrying Lia in his arms. | joined the crowd in 
their cheers, which was rather out-of-character for me. 

“The bastard did it! | might even fall for you!” 

“Wait, there is something wrong!” Zero said, shuddering. 
“His wings are on fire. He can not fly properly. They will fall!” 

Cal flapped his wings widely to slow down their descent, 
but when he realized it was impossible, he held Lia to his 
chest to protect her. 

He crashed hard and rolled on the ground. Cal’s bones 
had the same structure as birds’, hollow and extremely 
fragile. There was no way they could withstand the impact 
of the fall. 

What’s more, Cal fell onto the mansion’s yard. No one 
could get close because of the burning trees all around. We 
had to get to them quick, or they would burn to death. 

“This is bad... Mercenary!” 

“| know! We can’t let them die here!” 

Leaving Zero and Theo’s body behind, | jumped down the 
roof and rushed towards the two. 


The fire in the mansion had spread to the surrounding 
trees and were now about to reach the town. 

“Get some water!” people from the crowd shouted. “Put 
out of the fire!” 

Pushing through the crowd, | leapt through the wall of 
flames and dove into the saint’s mansion. At first | heard 
Lia’s cries as she called Cal’s name, then | found her 
bawling while clinging to Cal’s body. 

A corpse, part of its body burning, was tenaciously 
moving towards Lia to attack her. | raised my sword and, in 
one swift step, closed the distance and drove the corpse 
into the burning bushes. 

“Lia! Are you okay?! How’s Cal—” 

| stopped dead in my tracks. Lia was burned pretty badly, 
the skin on her right arm inflamed. But Cal’s injuries were 
more serious. 


His wings were gone, burned by the fire. Most of his 
feathers were burned off, leaving only a crushed and broken 
skeleton exposed. There wasn’t a lot of blood, but the bones 
in his body were probably shattered as well. 

He’s not gonna make it. 

It was a miracle that he was even breathing right now. 
Even if | went back to call for Zero immediately, she 
probably would not make it in time. 

Lia seemed oblivious of her injuries and the inferno 
around her. She was embracing Cal’s bloody face, crying. 

“Cal... Cal! No... Please, don’t die! You'll be fine... I’ll heal 
you!” 

Lia put her hand on Cal’s wound and closed her eyes. But 
nothing happened. Cal’s wings remained twisted, pained 
groans coming from his mouth. 

Lia opened her eyes in despair. “Why... Why can’t | heal 
him?! Why?! Why?!” 

“Negation,” | muttered. 

Lia turned to me. “Mercenary... Cal is...” 

“The witch has negated your Magic. You can no longer 
use Sacrixigs.” 

She could not help Cal. 

“That’s not fair!” Lia cried. Her whole face was a mess. 

Cal grabbed Lia’s shoulder and pushed her toward me. 
“Mercenary,” he pleaded. “Please. Take her with you.” 

He didn’t want Lia to see him die. Without a word, | 
grabbed Lia’s arm and tried to pull her away from Cal, but 
she would not budge, clinging to Cal’s body as if she would 
never leave. 

“No! We've finally been reunited! I’ve been waiting for 
you all this time!” 

Cal’s eyes widened and quickly narrowed again. “Heh... 
So you remember our promise...” 

“Of course! | would never forget the promise | made with 
you!” 


Cal would become a mercenary to earn money and one 
day come to pick Lia up. A promise made at the orphanage, 
almost like kids just fooling around. 

“| see...” Cal murmured in a hoarse voice. “I should’ve 
just snatched you away, then... We could’ve gone some—” 
He screamed in pain, his talons digging into the ground. He 
no longer had the energy to move. 

“No, don’t die!” Lia cried. “Please, God! I’m willing to 
sacrifice anything! So please... don’t let him die!” Lia’s 
sorrowful cries seemed to fan the flames higher. 

Although not as intense as when Theo died, a terribly 
bitter feeling came over me. But there was no time for 
sentimentality. 

| put my hand on Lia’s shoulder. “We can’t stay here long. 
Let’s get out of here.” 

It was then that light began to rain down from the sky, 
flickering like crystal shards. For a moment | thought it was 
Sparks, but it was too fine and there were too many. And 
most importantly, my clothes did not burn. 

They were like snowflakes falling on a chilly winter night. 
But they didn’t feel cold. The tiny balls of light disappeared 
as soon as they touched my body. 

“What the...” 

The wound on my left hand had almost healed, but now it 
was completely gone. Not even a scar remained. 

| looked at Cal and saw that the blood had stopped 
flowing from his wings. Crushed and broken bones were 
reconnected, and lush feathers began to grow on his back. 
His chest rose and fell gently. 

He opened his eyes. “The pain is... gone?” He was 
dumbfounded. “It can’t be.” He turned pale and looked at 
Lia. He probably thought she was using Sacrixigs. 

But before Lia could say anything, she collapsed. Cal 
quickly picked her up, but she was unconscious and 
unmoving. 

“Lia! Say something!” 


There was a stir among the crowd of people beyond the 
wall of flames. 

“My injuries are being healed!” someone said. 

Healing light continued to fall where | was. Apparently it 
was the same case out there. 

Come to think of it, | don’t feel any heat. 

The flames were close, and the air around should be hot, 
but | didn’t feel the pain of being seared by the flames. 

“Am | being healed before | could feel the heat?” 

The light seemed to heal burns before the brain could 
perceive it. 

Is this Zero’s Magic? 

“Hey, Mercenary. What is that?” Cal said. 

“What?” 

| turned my head and saw something odd in the sky on 
the other side of town. A black pillar seemed to be sticking 
out of the ground. But | immediately realized it was no 
ordinary pillar. 

“It’s water!” shouted someone from the crowd. 

“Water is gushing out!” 

It was a huge column of water. Another one erupted with 
a boom behind the mansion as well. More and more burst 
forth around Akdios. A thunderous roar wrapped the city as 
though it was in the middle of a waterfall. 

| covered my ears to block out the sound. The people in 
the square were all staring up at the column of water with 
their mouths agape. Every column of water intersected in 
the middle of the city and burst. 

A large amount of water sprayed down onto the flames, 
dousing them in the blink of an eye. It took me a while to 
realize that it was Zero’s Magic. It was just as extraordinary 
as the rain of lights. 

“It’s a miracle,” Someone muttered. 

| gave a strained laugh. “That’s what you'd think.” 

After all, there was saint in this city. 

“It’s a miracle from the saint!” 


People started chanting “It’s a miracle!” Cheers of joy 
filled the square. 

“All hail Her Eminence!” 

Voices extolling the saint filled the air, enveloping Lia. But 
the moment the flames died down, their cheers turned to 
bafflement. 

Lia did not wake up for the next three days. 





Chapter 13: The Saint of 
Akdios 


The miraculous light continued to fall throughout the 
night, spreading not only to those living in the Holy City of 
Akdios, but also to the neighboring villages, healing all 
those in need of treatment. Even the people in Fort Lotus 
who were sick from the effects of Sacrixigs recovered. It was 
nothing short of a miracle. 

The magical light was indeed a miracle that Lia produced. 

Zero used water Magic to prevent the flames from 
spreading further, but apparently she had nothing to do with 
the miraculous light at all. In fact, there was no such Magic 
in the Chapter of Protection. 

But the price for bringing about such an extraordinary 
miracle was steep, far steeper than what a normal Magic 
spell would require. 

Lia woke up three days later. Cal watched her as she 
Slept, never leaving her side, except for half a day when he 
went back to Fort Lotus for Theo’s burial and to check the 
situation there as well. 

With a pained moan, Lia opened her bleary eyes. Her 
quiet breathing became ragged. Cal leapt to the huge bed 
and examined her face. 

“Lia. Do you know who | am? Can you hear me?” 

“Cal...?” 

Lia rubbed her eyes. Reaching out an arm towards the 
voice, she jumped, squealing with joy at the touch of Cal’s 
soft feathers. 

“Cal! Oh, thank goodness you're alive. Your injuries are 
healed!” 


“Yeah, thanks to you. Zero says you’re the one who 
summoned a miracle from God.” 

“Me?” Lia looked perplexed. She rubbed her eyes once 
more. “Can you turn on the lights? It’s too dark. | can’t see 
your face.” 

Blinding light was shining through the window. Cal 
stiffened up and pulled himself away from Lia. He held his 
hand in front of her eyes, waving it up and down several 
times, but Lia didn’t respond. 

“Cal? What’s going on? Why won’t you turn on the lights? 
Where am |?” 

“Your eyes...” Cal muttered. 

Lia tilted her head. “I can’t see anything. That’s weird. 
Can you see me? You’ve always been scared of dark 
places.” 

She had completely lost her eyesight. But there was 
more. 

“| can’t stand up...” She muttered in confusion. “I can’t 
stand up! Cal, | can’t move my legs!” 

She could feel her legs, but she could not move them. 
Crawling out of bed, she asked for Cal to assist her, but no 
matter how many times she tried to get on her feet, she 
crumbled to the floor. 

The servants, rejoicing for the saint’s awakening, were 
speechless when they learned of her condition, silently 
hanging their heads low. 

Face down on the bed, Lia cried, “Why? | want to see your 
face, Cal. | want to walk with you!” 

| could not imagine what she felt when she learned that 
she had lost her eyesight and her ability to walk. 

Dispirited, Lia never left her room that day. 


Two days later. 


Since the mansion had burned down, the best room in the 
finest inn in Akdios became the saint’s chambers. 


Naturally, she wasn’t charged for accommodations. In 
fact, her presence was welcomed. Nobles from afar would 
want to stay at the same place if they found out that the 
saint stayed there for a long time. 

Even now, people gathered in front of the inn, leaving 
flowes, food, and money, praying for the saint’s recovery. 

Most of the people employed in the saint’s mansion left 
due to the psychological trauma of being attacked by 
moving corpses. Only a few servants remained to attend to 
Lia’s personal needs. For saving Lia, Cal was allowed to be 
by her side as the saint’s servant. 

| would not have been surprised if Zero and | were 
arrested by the guards, but Zero was the only one in town 
who had any medical knowledge. After exhibiting her 
medical prowess immediately after Lia collapsed, she was 
allowed to stay in the same inn as the saint. 

And as Zero’s attendant, | was allowed to stay in the inn’s 
Stable. It paid to have a brilliant employer. Stables of high- 
class inns were well-cleaned, the straw nice and fresh. 

“Okay, gotta tone it down,” | muttered. “I feel like an 
actual animal.” 

“| find this stable comfortable as well.” Zero’s head 
popped out of the pile of hay. 

What are you doing here? | glared at her. 

“They gave you a nice room. Now go back. Shoo.” 

“Did you know?” Zero said. “Not so long ago, beds were 
dismantled and carried around. When the lord of a castle 
toured around his domain, he would always use the same 
bed. What | am saying is, my room is where my bed is. That 
is, where you are—” 

“How's Lia doing?” | cut off her stupid babbling. 

Her expression darkened. “It is not good.” 

“| see.” | looked up at the ceiling. “Will she be blind 
forever? What about her legs?” 

“| do not know. Nobody can tell. It is the first time | have 
witnessed a miracle with my own eyes.” 


“Just give me your theory.” 

“In that case...” Zero looked somewhat relieved. “Do you 
remember my definition of a miracle?” 

“You invoke Magic by asking demons, while miracles 
occur by praying to God.” 

“Yes. That is most likely correct. After using Magic without 
incantation for a while, the saint somehow learned how to 
appeal to demons with only her mind. Since | had negated 
her use of my own Magic, she appealed to a different demon 
—God, in this case—and brought about a miracle.” Zero’s 
expression turned grim. “But she ended up forming a 
contract without stating what she wanted to happen or what 
the payment was. As a result, a miracle that exceeded 
expectations occurred, and she was made to pay a 
considerable price. Whether it is eternal or temporary, | do 
not know. However, her body parts were not taken away.” 

“You mean like her eyeballs and legs?” 

“Yes. That is a sign for hope. If her eyes and legs were 
taken away, getting them back would be impossible. That is 
what | told the saint. It seemed to calm her down a little, but 
it is nothing but cold comfort.” Zero tossed herself into the 
pile of straw. 

“Everything will sound like cold comfort in this situation.” 
| glanced at the street outside the window. 

“Bring out the saint! We’re sick!” 

| pointed my ears down. This had been going on from 
morning till nighttime. Sick people came in droves, 
demanding the saint to heal them. It was probably one of 
the reasons why Lia didn’t want to leave her room. Heck, it 
was Safe to assume that was mainly why she stayed inside. 

The authorities had prevented them from crossing the 
bridge, but apparently a village of sick people had been 
created near it. Those who made it here were lucky. 

“It took a very long time for me to get here! | even 
abandoned all my property!” 

“Please help my wife! You’re the only one | can count on!” 


Every day they pleaded. It would be difficult for any 
decent person to continue to ignore them. But Lia was 
completely exhausted. She had no power to heal the sick. 

These people, however, did not care what the saint felt. 
Their lives hung on the line; they had no time to worry 
about others. Their frustration with the saint for not healing 
them built up by the day, and would eventually explode. 

What would happen if they snapped? What would the 
people do to Lia? 

Zero suddenly stood up. “There is no point in thinking 
about it. There is nothing we can do for the saint now. Come 
with me.” 

“Huh? Where are we going?” 

“Just follow me.” Zero left the stable. 

After pondering for a while, | decided to follow Zero’s 
orders. 


Zero and | headed to the burned-down mansion. 

“Wonderfully roasted to the ground,” Zero muttered as 
she walked, moving debris away with her feet. 

Frustrated by how slow she was, | picked her up. “Where 
do you wanna go exactly?” 

“lam searching for an entrance to the basement.” 

“It’s in the back yard. This is the front entrance.” 

Heaving a sigh of exasperation, | walked over the pile of 
rubble with Zero in my arms. Suddenly my eyes caught 
something curious, and | stopped. It was Theo’s knife. 

Lia must have dropped it when the roof collapsed. While 
it was stained with soot, the blade was undamaged thanks 
to Zero’s quick extinguishing of the flames. 

“Mercenary? Are you feeling fine?” 

“Hmm?” 

“You look to be in terrible pain. If you are not feeling well, 
we can try another day.” 

“You're imagining things. | have the face of a beast. You 
can barely read the expression on my face.” 


“You seem to be forgetting something. | can see your 
human face. You look like you are about to cry.” 

Zero touched my eyes and traced her fingers down my 
cheeks, like a trail of tears | could not shed. Somehow it 
made me feel better. 

| tapped Zero lightly on the head and tucked Theo’s knife 
into my bag. 

The entrance to the basement was completely burned, 
leaving only a gaping, square hole on the ground. 

| took one step inside. It was terribly dark, despite it 
being daytime. Just like before, the air was damp and filled 
with the smell of rotting corpses. 

“Honestly, | didn’t want to come in here ever again,” | 
grumbled as | lit up a lantern. 

“We have no other choice. We must gather as much 
information as we can by checking what the attendant left 
behind.” 

At the bottom of the stairs, a corpse was still flailing 
behind the bars, ramming its body into the iron bars in an 
attempt to get out. 

Zero lit up a flame in her fingertips and touched the 
corpse’s forehead. A second later, the body burst into 
flames and collapsed on the spot, motionless. 

The smell of burning corpse permeated the basement, 
making me more and more uncomfortable. When | 
destroyed the lock, the gate opened by itself, the hinges 
creaking. 

Papers showing the location of a person’s organs lay 
scattered here and there. Perhaps the attendant was 
dissecting corpses to study the structure of a human body. 

Trudging through the pile of corpses, organs, blood and 
paper, Zero picked up a book resting casually on the writing 
table. The binding was ebony polished to the point that you 
could see your own reflection. There was a human heart 
engraved on its front cover. 


“Here it is. The copy of the Chapter of Protection.” Zero 
opened the book. After flipping through a few pages, she let 
out a sigh. “It is a perfect copy. Even my annotations and 
writing style. | never thought they would separate the 
chapters and turn each one into a book. | Suppose very few 
people can actually use all the Magic contained in the 
Grimoire of Zero.” 

The first few pages of the grimoire contained 
commentary on the mistakes and misconceptions about 
Sorcery, and the theory on Magic. 

If you transcribed the commentary and put it at the 
beginning of each of the four chapters, you would have four 
magic tomes that could destroy the world. 

“All is for the noble goal of Cestum, was it? Does this 
mean there’s others like Sanare?” 

“Most certainly. Cestum means imperfect number, which 
is the number Six according to the Church. This organization 
clearly despises the Church. | hope they are not plotting 
something sinister.” 

“| think the chances of them not plotting anything is 
pretty low.” 

“You make an astute point. You are right. As such, we 
cannot overlook this matter. We need to track them down as 
soon as the mess here is settled.” 

Sanare brought only the Chapter of Protection to the 
Republic of Cleon. Since the Grimoire was composed of four 
chapters, there were only three copies left out there—the 
Chapters of Hunting, Capture, and Harvest. 

| was reminded of Albus’s letter. She mentioned a 
baseless rumor about a book that let one use Magic just by 
reading it. It was apparently being traded in the market at 
an outrageous price. But if several copies existed, then this 
baseless rumor was now an unquestionable fact. 

Just imagining the problems that could arise as a result of 
the books’ circulation in the market was giving mea 
headache. If two opposing nations obtained different copies, 


it could lead to a major magical war. Worse, if those Cestum 
guys incited the conflict, it would be a horrible sight. 

“We might need to extract information from Thirteenth 
first,” Zero said, heaving a sigh. 

| blinked a few times. “Sounds like you think that 
Thirteenth’s behind this.” 

“Yes. Circumstancial evidence all point to Thirteenth, but 
that is why | find it hard to believe that he is behind this. 
Thirteenth would have tried better to conceal his 
involvement.” 

“Yeah, | see your point. You’re probably right, considering 
he’s the crafty and sneaky type.” 

“If he was indeed the mastermind, he would not let out 
even a squeak from a little interrogation. But we have no 
leads at the moment.” 

Zero carefully tucked away the copy of the Chapter of 
Protection into her bag and turned around, as if to say she 
was done here. | followed her out from the nauseating 
basement. 

The air outside was incredibly delightful compared to the 
basement. Since the corpses in the lake had burned up 
along with the mansion, the smell of death in the city had 
vanished. 

When we returned to the inn, the number of sick patients 
begging for treatment from the saint had increased. There 
were about twenty of them now. They might have broken 
through the security at the bridge. 

“Why won’t you come out?! Can’t you tell we’re running 
out of time?!” 

“Are you going to leave us to die? Who do you think is 
responsible for the doctors leaving this country?! So you 
only want to help the rich, huh? Fuckin’ witch!” 

“Drag her out! We’ll force her to heal us!” 

Oh, shit. We’re just one step away from a riot. 

The guards managed to suppress them somehow, but if 
they didn’t back down, it could result in a tragedy—the 


guards might end up killing them. 

| stepped forward with my hand on my sword. 

“Mercenary? What are you doing?” 

“I'll just threaten them a little. My roar would be a lot 
more effective than the guards’ yelling.” 

“They will think you are a bad guy,” Zero said. 

| wouldn’t survive long as a Beastfallen if | cared about 
my reputation. 

Before | could make a move, the place went quiet. A large 
Carriage was Charging straight into us. | quickly moved 
forward to protect Zero. But the vehicle suddenly stopped in 
front of the inn, skidding sideways, and knocking me away. 

“M-Mercenary! Are you all right?!” 

| rolled on the ground and slammed into the majestic 
stone statue standing at the inn’s main entrance. Shocked, 
Zero came running to me. | had this vague feeling that 
something similar had happened before, but | had forgotten 
about it. | just assumed getting sent flying by a carriage was 
an everyday occurence. 

“Yeah. | just got hit by a carriage and my skull probably 
has a small crack, but other than that, I’m fine.” 

| stood up, blood dripping down my head. Zero offered 
me a cloth, which | used to wipe off the blood. She then 
quickly took the cloth and shoved it in her bag. /’m not even 
gonna ask what she’s gonna use It for. 

People shuffled out of the carraige, all of them dressed in 
black. It was a group of doctors. And finally, a man with 
jade-colored hair, fully clothed in a churchman’s attire, 
gracefully leaped down from the driver’s seat. His eyes were 
covered by a leather patch. 

It was none other than the adjudicator from Dea Ignis. We 
went our separate ways back at Fort Lotus. 

“Thank you for your efforts,” the priest said to the 
cowering driver. “You did a great job.” He then turned to the 
group of people gathered around. “O’ children of the 
Goddess, pious believers of the Church! | have learned of 


your desperate situation from the believers gathered at the 
bridge. Alas, God does not want people to rely solely on 
miracles and neglect putting in their own effort. Man’s 
wounds and illnesses should first be healed by man. O’ 
children in agony, these compassionate doctors here will 
tend to you. It would be best to confide in them first of all 
your pain.” 

His speech was ostentatious, pretentious, roundabout, 
and difficult to understand. 

“In short, you brought doctors who will look at them for 
free,” | spat out. 

While we were working on our plan to abduct Lia, the 
priest went to bring back the other doctors together with 
Tito. 

If we convinced Lia to swear not to use Sacrixigs, and 
then snatched her away from the Holy City, Akdios would 
definitely need doctors. 

The priest turned to look at me. “Please don’t take your 
anger out at me for being run over by a carriage. You’re 
even faking your bleeding. You’re hideous both in the 
outside and inside. Let’s be clear. We have a limited number 
of doctors. We can’t afford to treat Beastfallen.” 

“You did that on purpose, didn’t you? You ordered the 
driver to hit me.” 

“How is Her Eminence?” he asked, ignoring my question. 

“Her eyes and legs have been damaged after bringing 
about a miracle,” Zero replied. “According to some 
documents | have read in the past, it was not uncommon for 
saints to pay the ultimate price for performing miracles.” 

“| see. Thank goodness. | heard she has never stepped 
out of her room. | thought you were hiding her death to 
avoid causing chaos.” 

The priest tapped his chest in relief and looked up at the 
inn’s windows. The top floor with the curtains closed was 
Lia’s room. 


The people that had been screaming for the saint to 
come out a moment ago were now scrambling towards the 
doctors. For the sick, it didn’t matter if it was a doctor ora 
saint, as long as they could be treated. 

“| have left twice as many doctors at the foot of the 
bridge. This should calm the citizens down a little.” 

“Great job. | thought these doctors abandoned this 
country. How’d you get them back?” 

“| reminded them what would happen to them if they 
ignored a request from the Church. | also told them that 
Lord Torres of Ideaverna would offer his assistance.” The 
priest smiled. 

Candy or whip, huh? | expected nothing less from the guy. 

Torres, foreseeing the saint’s ailment, would once again 
win the support of the people for bringing the doctors. The 
fact was, the governor himself was involved in the plan to 
kidnap the saint, but outsiders wouldn’t be privy to such 
information. 

“Even the hesitant doctors joined when Doctor Tito, 
pretending to know nothing about anything, came forward. 
It was mob psychology at work—I mean, God’s guidance.” 

Heh. That’s the Church’s liar for you. He knew exactly 
how to trick people. 

“So, what are you gonna do now? Delay the ruling some 
more and continue guarding the saint?” 

“Do you think I’m a loafer? | received an order from the 
Church to return, so I’m going back. Rumors of Her 
Eminence’s miracle has made it to the higher-ups of the 
Church. They probably want to bring me back as soon as 
possible, as | have a record of killing a saint.” 

| couldn’t help but laugh. “After all the time you spent 
protecting Lia, they think you’re going to kill her? Man, the 
Church sure is—” 

The priest suddenly brandished his staff, pointing its tip 
at my throat. 


“| will not tolerate any verbal abuse against the Church. 
Also, you call Her Eminence by her nickname? You're being 
overly familiar, you brute!” 

| raised both my hands. With the usual arrogant air about 
him, the priest lowered his staff and walked into the inn. 

“Hmm...” Zero watched him go. “It seems to me that 
recently, calling the saint by her name is a graver sin than 
insulting the Church. | find it a little strange. The priest was 
clearly angry at the former.” She looked puzzled. 

“| have no idea.” | shrugged. “Maybe that’s what he 
thinks deep inside, at least.” 

Zero and | followed the priest to Lia’s room. 


“The Church has officially recognized Lady Faelia of 
Akdios as a saint,” the priest reported. 

Lia didn’t even offer the faintest smile. She was sitting on 
the bed, her upper body leaning on a stack of pillows. 

What she said next completely caught me off guard. 

“Father, | was a witch.” 

The air in the room froze for a moment. 

Perhaps she wasn’t receiving enough sunlight, but she 
looked pale, and her cheeks were sunken, as if she had no 
appetite. The priest couldn’t see her, but he should know 
that she had grown weaker. 

“| see,” the priest said. His voice was so gentle, it gave 
me the creeps. “Why do you think so?” 

“Zero told me that my miracles were Magic. Sanare 
taught me Magic, saying it was a way to perform miracles. | 
was so happy to know | could heal people, and | didn’t even 
consider how it worked. | hurt a lot of people. If dying will 
cleanse me of my sins, then | want to be burned at the 
stake.” 

“Lia!” Cal cut in. 

She shook her head. “I mean it, Cal. There are probably a 
lot of people who hate me so much, they want to kill me.” 

Cal couldn’t say anything back. 


“Every day and night, | hear voices outside my window 
asking me to treat them. But | can no longer do anything. | 
simply... exist. | don’t want to live knowing that I’ve hurt so 
many, that | can’t even help others anymore. It’s too much. 
So please...” 

She had completely lost the will to live. A sense of loss 
from betrayal and the emptiness of being powerless filled 
Lia’s heart. 

Cal clenched his fists, frustrated that he couldn’t help her. 

The priest exhaled slowly and gently. “Whether you are a 
saint or a witch is for me and the Church to decide,” he said. 
“Not even you yourself have the right to make that 
judgement.” 

“But Father...” 

“Now that the Church has officially recognized you as a 
saint, you must continue to be one. No matter how many 
atrocities you commit in the future, no matter how many 
people you hurt, the Church will do its best to protect you. 
You can never be a witch. Do you understand?” 

“| can’t possibly—” 

“If you profess to be a witch and provide evidence of your 
claim, many of the people who testified that you are a saint 
will be convicted as a witch’s minions. Do you still think 
you're a witch?” 

Lia’s shoulders trembled in fear. A feeble scream escaped 
her tight mouth. 

“That is all,” the priest said. “And this is just advice from 
me.” He traced his fingers gently across Lia’s eyelids. 
“Wearing an eye patch will ease the discomfort of being 
blind. Just a little something to hopefully make you feel 
better. May God bless you.” The priest planted a kiss on 
Lia’s forehead and quietly left the room. 

“So you want me to live...” Lia muttered, and gave a 
weak laugh. “Why? For what? | can’t perform miracles 
anymore, and you won’t need a saint if there are doctors 


around. You want me to live so | could be called a useless 
saint who can’t save anyone? Or to be called a murderer?” 

“Calm down, Lia!” Cal interjected. “Your miracle cured all 
the wounds and sicknesses of those who live around here. 
That’s why the Church recognized you as a saint!” 

“| just didn’t want you to die! | don’t even remember 
what | did, and | can’t do it again, so why make me a saint?! 
| wish | didn’t wake up! If no one’s going to kill me, I’m going 
to do it myself!” 

“How about / kill you, then?” Zero said out of the blue. 
Her tone was so relaxed, you would think she was just 
making tea. 

| was about to yell at her, but she silenced me with a 
raise of her hand. 

“Do you want to run away from your sins?” the witch 
continued. “Do you want to forget everything? Then | will 
seal your memories away and erase your existence from 
this world.” 

“My memories?” 

“Yes.” Zero nodded. “All your memories from when you 
met the attendant and onwards. | can not erase the things 
that you have done, but it is not difficult to detach you from 
them. You will forget all the wrongs you have committed, 
and Hawk here will take you away to some distant place. | 
am certain he will bear all your sins for you.” 

“I... |can’t do that!” 

“Why not? It does not make any difference whether you 
run away or die. Are you worried about the grudge of those 
you leave behind? In that case, we can kill a scapegoat. 
That will reduce the pent-up resentment of those who have 
a grudge against the saint. Fortunately, we can gather as 
many corpses as we want.” 

“No! | don’t want to run away! Why do you have to Say it 
like that? | just..” 

“What do you want to do?” Zero’s voice was low. 


Covering her face with both hands, Lia fell quiet. After a 
long silence, she finally whispered faintly, “I want to be 
forgiven.” 

By those whose lives she had taken. By those who were 
still waiting for the saint to heal them. 

“| want to atone for my sins, but | can’t do anything! I’m 
powerless now!” 

“You can not do anything? | have been watching you for 
the past few days. You do not seem to be doing anything but 
grieve.” Zero tilted her head. 

Lia grabbed a pillow and threw it at as hard as she could. 
She probably meant to throw it at Zero, but the pillow was 
off the mark. It dropped to the floor without even hitting the 
wall. 

“Everything | do is pointless! A lot of people died. How 
am | supposed to atone for that? | can’t do anything without 
Sanare!” 

“How Can you say you cannot do anything when you have 
not even tried to do something? You can only wallow in 
regret after you have done everything you could. Are you 
going to keep grieving over those you killed and forsake 
those who you can still save?” 

It was lip service from a witch, yet it sounded like the 
words of a priest. 

But | knew that the only thing in Zero’s head was 
numbers. The number of people she had killed, the number 
of people she saved, and the number of people she could 
still save. After taking all that into account, which choice 
was more beneficial? Zero was simply making calculations 
in her mind. 

“Do you truly wish to be forgiven? Do you sincerely want 
to make amends? If you have the desire to continue to help 
people, | can assist you.” 

“Assist me? You mean you're going to use me, just like 
Sanare did!” 


“Do not flatter yourself, Saint,” Zero said curtly. “You 
have absolutely no value to me.” She pulled out a book from 
her bag and pressed it to Lia’s chest. 

It was the copy of the Chapter of Protection that Zero 
took from the basement. Lia traced her fingers over the 
book, trying to figure out what it is. 

“What is this? A rectangular wooden board and a bunch 
of papers...?” 

“This is a book of Magic that your attendant had in her 
possession. It contains Magic to heal people’s injuries and 
illnesses.” 

Lia looked up, uneasy. “Magic? Like Sacrixigs?” 

“That is not all.” Zero frowned. “Magic does not always 
require a human life as sacrifice. It is a craft that can save a 
lot of people if you follow the instructions in the book.” 

“Hey, are you—” 

Zero cut me off. “Yes, |am.” She smiled, and turned to 
the saint. “Il am giving this book to you. You have the ability 
to handle the tremendous power contained within it. You 
have mastered using Sacrixigs without the incantation, and 
brought about a grand miracle in the end. You are much 
more capable than me with regards to the Chapter of 
Protection.” 

Zero once said that one’s aptitude on Magic was 
determined by the strength of one’s feelings for something. 
Lia, who wished to save people even at the cost of her own 
life, was more capable than the author herself. There was no 
guarantee that the inventor of a craft would be the best at 
it, and that applied here as well. 

Lia stroked the book with a puzzled look. “But | can’t 
see.” 

You needed eyes to read, of course. 

“You do not have to read it,” Zero said. “You can have 
someone you trust read it to you. If you recite the 
incantation, make the prescribed gestures, and present the 
sacrifice, you can use Magic. You have committed a mistake 


once, so | am certain you will use the Magic contained in the 
book properly. If you will swear to it, then | will grant you 
permission to use Magic once more.” 

“Someone | trust...” Lia muttered, hugging the book with 
trembling hands. “How do | find someone trustworthy? | 
believed in Sanare. | thought she was working hard for me 
and for others. Her hands were always gentle and kind.” 

Her shoulders shook. She was an orphan. Sanare was like 
a mother or sister to her, taking care of her and teaching 
her things. After being betrayed, she might never be able to 
trust anyone again. 

“What about me?” Cal asked softly. 

“Huh?” Lia turned her face to him. 

“You don’t have to find someone new to trust. Just trust 
me,” he said with a bright tone. “I risked my life for you, 
diving into a burning mansion. You’re not gonna say you 
can’t trust me, are you?” 

Lia looked flustered. “Of course | trust you, but you can’t 
read.” 

“That was years ago! | can read and write a little, and I’m 
sure the Church will love the idea of a knowledgeable 
Beastfallen serving a saint.” 

Cal laid his hand on Lia’s. It didn’t exactly look 
heartwarming, though, considering his terrifying talons. “It 
would be best if Zero stayed here,” he said. “But her giving 
it to you means she can’t.” 

Zero nodded gravely. “Yes. | have my own sins to atone 
for. | apologize, but | cannot spend my time helping others 
redeem themselves.” 

“Uhm... what is your sin exactly?” 

Zero sighed and looked at Lia. “Everything. All wrongs 
related to Magic can be traced back to me.” 

“| see.” Cal nodded. He didn’t press the issue further. “So 
how long can you stay here? You're not going to leave now, 
are you?” 


Zero turned to me. It was my job to decide on our 
itinerary. We needed to buy food and service our gear. 
Checking the weather and the roads’ conditions were also 
necessary. But | had actually done all those over the past 
few days. 

Now that the priest had finished his work, there was no 
reason for us to stay in Akdios any longer. 

“If the weather’s not bad, we’re leaving tomorrow 
morning,” | said. “But before we leave Cleon, | want to drop 
by somewhere.” 

“Where?” Zero and Cal asked at the same time. 

| felt a little awkward. It might sound too sentimental for 
a mercenary, but | had to go there. 

“l want to go see Theo at Fort Lotus.” 


Fort Lotus’s back yard was as bleak and quiet as ever, as 
if time had stood still. 

The sick people who gathered there still soent time at the 
fort, with Talba leading them. Our presence was not 
welcome. When Cal decided to become the saint’s 
bodyguard, Talba went into a fit of rage. 


Don’t think I'll forgive her just because she healed 
those who survived! Many died because of her. Theo, 
his parents, my best friend! And you want to be her 
servant?! 


Cal told us in a somewhat forlorn voice that he was 
kicked out of Fort Lotus shortly after burying Theo. 

We were almost turned away at the gate as well, but in 
the end they allowed us to visit Theo’s grave. 

Grudge is a terrible thing. You know there’s no point in 
hating someone, but the feeling won’t go away. 

“Hey, there. How you doing?” | crouched in front of the 
gravestone. 


At the base of Theo’s brand-new gravestone was a ring of 
white flowers someone had woven. Setting the knife | picked 
up from the saint’s mansion on the marker, | offered a ring 
of flowers as well. It was not that good, but | made it myself. 

According to the Church, offering something circular on a 
gravestone was like making a prayer that someday you'd 
meet again. 

Although | doubted Theo would want to run into me 
again. 

“We've finished all our business in this country. The 
governor of Ideaverna made some arrangements, and from 
there we’re leaving on a ship, but | wanted to drop by and 
Say my goodbyes, | guess. Leaving without saying anything 
just sounds wrong, you know.” 

Shoulders sagging, | shook my head. | couldn’t say what | 
wanted to say. Hell, | had no idea what | even wanted to Say. 
| just really wanted to come here and talk to Theo, even 
though | knew he wouldn’t answer. | found it funny, but | 
couldn’t really tell why. 

Is this what it means to mourn the dead? 

“I’m so pathetic. If | wasn’t Beastfallen, I’d probably be 
crying like an idiot right now. | just... feel so sad now, 
knowing you’re gone. It hurts so much.” 

You’re so pathetic, Gramps. You’re a grownup and a 
Beastfallen. 

| thought | heard him answer right close to my ear. 

My voice cracked. “You're right,” | said. “Tell me, Theo. 
How could you manage to smile even after your parents 
died and you were left all alone? How did you become so 
strong?” 

| had lived without getting close to anyone because | 
thought | wouldn’t be able to bear the pain of loss. | had 
lived my life expecting nothing from others because | didn’t 
want to be hurt ever again. 

It turned out that | was still carrying the wound in my 
heart that | got when | first learned of loneliness. All this 


time, | was just pretending that | had forgotten about it. 

When | went quiet, Zero cleared her throat. | turned 
around to see her standing too close to me. 

“What?” | said. “Is something wrong?” 

“No. I... do not understand the feeling of mourning the 
dead,” she said. “But back when the bridge collapsed, | 
thought you were dead. | was in so much pain. | wanted to 
hear your voice one more time, and | wanted you to say 
something. So... if you do not mind...” 

She wasn’t making herself clear, and | motioned her to 
continue. 

“Can | tell you?” she asked. 

“Tell me what?” 

“Theo’s thoughts. When a person dies, they leave behind 
something called a soul. That is what has been nagging at 
my ears for a while now. It is so loud that | feel like | would 
be cursed if | did not tell you about it.” 

“Is that supposed to be some kind of cheap consolation?” 
My voice was Sharp. 

“No,” Zero said flatly. “If you do not wish to hear it, then 
forget | said anything. One should not listen to the voice of 
the dead in the first place.” 

“Voice of the dead? Can witches hear that kinda stuff 
too?” 

“When the desire to communicate something is strong 
and it has not been long since they passed away, there are 
times when we hear them, even if we do not mean to. 
Otherwise, Necromancy would not have been invented.” 

What if Theo really wanted to tell me something? Do | 
want to hear it? 

| hesitated for a moment. Realizing | was afraid of hearing 
a resentful message, | clicked my tongue. 

“Tell me,” | said. 

“Well, then.” Zero cleared her throat. “‘Are you going to 
leave me behind again?’ is what he is saying.” 

“What?” 


“He wishes you to have that. He does not want you to 
leave it on his grave.” Zero pointed to the gravestone. “He 
said, ‘Let us go on a trip together.'” 





DEAS SSE Se ELI er ne] A S| ee 


Suddenly, | heard a voice. 

Let’s go! 

| thought | heard Theo laughing. 

It felt like an excited Theo was pulling on my fingers, 
saying, “It’s my first time on a ship!” | stood up and gripped 
his knife tight. 

A sudden gust pushed us from behind. Zero staggered, 
and | quickly caught her. We exchanged glances. 

The pain that had been lingering deep in my chest 
suddenly vanished. 

“Time to go to Ideaverna,” | said. 

“Yes.” Zero nodded firmly. “And then to my home.” 

Our destination: the empty kingless region on the 
southeastern edge of the continent—Moonsbow Forest, 
where the cellar, Thirteenth’s dwelling place, was located. 

The shortest route to our destination was by sea, from 
the port city of Ideaverna. 

Leaves rustled like a child’s laughter as a strong gust 
pushed us onward. | picked Zero up, and together we left 
Fort Lotus. 
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